mye SY EE 
Sirus morris // 


I BECAME FRIENDS WITH THE 
SECOND CUTEST GIRL IN MY CLASS 


— Class de 2 Banme ni Kawaii Onna no Ko to Tomodachi ni Natta — 


- VOLUME 4 - 


-AUTHOR- 
Takata 


-[LLUSTRATOR- 


Osabe Tomu 


[ NEOSEKAI TRANSLATIONS |] 


CHAPTER 156 
STARTING WITH A REFUSAL 


I wanted to go on a vacation with Umi. 
There was a bit of an ulterior motive for this, but she readily agreed to it. 


If things went well, it would be the first time in a while that I’d be going somewhere 
far away with someone. The last time I did this was back when I used to visit my 
grandparents, so I was unusually excited. 


“The problem is, where should we go?” 
While lying on the bed, I fiddled around on my smartphone to look for a good place. 


For couples like us, the recommended locations were either theme parks or big cities 
like Tokyo or Osaka. Looking at the images, I tried to imagine myself walking through 
those places with Umi. 


We wouldn't be out of place at theme parks since we were a couple. And we could go 
to Kansai or Hokkaido to taste their specialties since we were pretty big foodies. 


I was anxious about going somewhere unknown by ourselves, but at the same time, I 
felt excited because Umi would be with me. 


As for our travel funds, I had enough saved from all the New Year’s money that I had 
been saving for years. It would be worth it to use all that money for Umi. I only needed 
to start saving again if we spent everything. 


“Still, there’s the transportation cost, lodging, meals... If we’re sticking to our original 
plan of staying for two nights, we couldn't go too far with this budget... I should look 
somewhere nearby...” 


I looked for more places nearby and found a few hot spring resorts that fit our criteria. 
They were smaller in scale than the more famous ones, but since it was only a short 
trip anyway, it should be enough. 
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We could get there by bus. Yes, we could fly or take the train, but buses were cheaper 
and we could allocate the remaining budget for other things. 


Some of the spots were well known, but personally I still felt conflicted. 

“Hot spring... Hot spring, huh?” 

Going to a hot spring resort with Umi would be nice. It might seem like a modest trip, 
but it would give us plenty of time alone. There wouldn't be too many people around 
and it would be easier for us to relax as well. 


I started to imagine what would happen on our trip. 


Umi would probably wear a yukata or something. She was already a pretty girl, if she 
were to wear a yukata, she would definitely look even prettier. 


Anyway, I should give her a call. 

I grabbed my phone and called her. Almost immediately, Umi answered my call. 
{Yo, what’s up? Have you decided where to go?} 

“Ah, mhm. I found something. There’s no problem with the budget either.’ 
{Oho, great~ So, where is it?} 

Uh 

I hesitated a little before continuing. 

“A hot spring resort...” 

{Ah~} 

There was silence after that. Then, in a teasing voice, Umi said. 

{Pervert~} 


“Ugh...” 
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When it came to staying in places like that together, it was inevitable that the talk 
would stray in that direction. 


Like I said, I had ulterior motives, so the location ultimately didn’t matter, but it did 
make it obvious. Which was why I hesitated earlier. 


I could make excuses like how the place was a good tourism spot, but it would be 
uncool if I were to do that. 


{Say, Maki... } 
“Hm?” 


{Do you want to do it with me?} 


Who knew what would happen in the future, but if both of us shared the same feelings, 
it would be okay for us to do it. 


I wanted to know more about her and I wanted her to know more about me. 


She might reject me, but that didn’t matter much. If we wanted to stay together in the 
future, we would have to deepen our understanding of each other. 


Of course I wasn't only talking about s*x... 

{Got it, l'II ask my mom about it.} 

“Um... Are you sure?” 

{I mean, we're lovers, we'll do it eventually, so doing it sooner won't hurt. Besides, you 
are the one asking, Maki. If I, your lover, refuse your earnest plea, I don’t think you can 
live with it for the rest of your life, no?} 

“I mean, I can just look up other places we could stay in...” 


{Don’t lie~ I know you've been eyeing me with lecherous eyes lately~} 


“Look, it happens, okay?” 
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So she found out, huh? I tried to hide it, but as expected, she was sharp. In my defense, 
it was inevitable that I would touch some questionable places and since I was a healthy 
boy in my teens, I would naturally feel that way toward her. 


{Hehe... Well, I’ve been letting you get away with it, so I guess I should also take some 
responsibility for it~} 


“Thank you for the consideration, but anyway, are we really going with my plan?” 
{Yeah, sure. We have to discuss everything thoroughly though. Like, where and how long 
we should stay... There’s also the matter of telling everyone about this. I mean, I don't 
think we can keep anything hidden from Yuu.} 

Since our break would be three days long, Amami-san would want to hang out with 
Umi for sure. I wanted to monopolize Umi for myself this time, so it would be better 
to tell her everything rather than doing things behind her back again. 

She might ask to tag along, so I had to plan out how to dissuade her from that as well. 
Thus we started planning the details of our travel plans 

But we still had to face the greatest obstacle in our way. 

[Q: We want to go on a trip together... (Inquirer: Maehara Maki and Asanagi Umi)] 

[A: Huh? Of course you can’t. (Respondent: Maehara Masaki)] 


[A: My my... No. (Respondent: Asanagi Sora) | 


Now, how should we solve this? 
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CHAPTER 157 
STRATEGY MEETING? 


After that failed negotiation, Umi and I decided to hold a strategy meeting. 


Originally, it was just the two of us, but Amami-san and Nitta-san tagged along and 
sadly, we weren't strong enough to shake them off. 


We spread out our lunches on a bench in the old building’s smoking area, a familiar 
spot for all of us. 


“So, Umi-san.” 

“Yes.” 

“Just to clarify, you didn’t get the okay?” 

“..Mm. How about you, Maki?” 

“Same. Well, I expected as much.” 

There was no way that our parents would easily approve. Yes, we were lovers, and yes, 
our mothers contacted each other often, but that wouldn’t be enough to convince them 


to let us go. 


‘You can go wherever you want to if it’s a one day trip, but if you have to stay over, then, 


J 


no... 
That was the gist of their response. 


We had a healthy relationship up until this point, which was why our families 
approved it. Even if Umi came home later than usual, they wouldn't scold me as long 
as I escorted her home and they would let me stay over at Umi’s house whenever I 
wanted. 


They said that they understood our feelings and they wanted to let us go if it was 
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possible, but there was no guarantee that an accident wouldn't occur if we were to go 
on our own. 


Since it seemed possible to negotiate with them, we decided to hold a strategy meeting 
for now. 


“You want to go on a trip together, huh?~ How envious~ Well, what about this? Ask 
them to allow it under the condition that Umi gets first place, and Maki-kun gets 
within the top ten for the midterm?.” 


“That’s a classic one, but it'll be difficult to do that, you know? I mean, I have to beat 
Nakamura-san...” 


“Ah, right...” 


It would be hard for me to get into the top ten, but it would be even harder for Umi to 
take first away from Nakamura-san. 


I heard that she didn’t do well in a few subjects, mainly phys ed and music, but she got 
near perfect scores in the other subjects. If Umi wanted to get first place, she pretty 


much had to get perfect scores for every subject. 


On the final exam last year, Umi was ranked fifth in the grade and there was around a 
ten to fifteen point score gap between her and Nakamura-san. 


Ten points were easy to get if you were middle rankers, but when you were competing 
at the top, getting that many points wouldn't be easy. 


Nakamura-san always jokingly bragged about her being number one at any given 
opportunity, but at the same time, she was telling us the truth. 


I didn’t understand why someone as smart as her attended our school, but she was a 
big hurdle that Umi had to pass. 


“Well, if that’s impossible then you two just have to compromise. Like, instead of going 
on a trip, Rep should just stay at Umi’s house for three nights or if you two really want 


to go, just bring an adult along.” 


She was right, it would be more realistic to do it that way. 
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It would be better to have an adult like mom or Sora-san to tag along if we really 
wanted to stay over in a hotel or an inn. 


“What do you think, Umi?” 


“I don’t know... Dad said he will be home during the break, but who knows... Mom will 
definitely refuse and brother... Nah, it’s impossible, he won't go...’ 


“For me, mom has work, so she can't tag along even if she wants to, but anyway, Daichi- 
san is coming home?” 


“Yeah, I talked with him over the phone the other day, he said he wanted to see you, 
Maki. Mom said since he’ll be home, you should just stay over at our place instead of 
going on a trip.” 


I hadn’t seen Daichi-san since last December, so if I were to stay over, it would be the 
perfect opportunity to talk and thank him for everything that he had done for both of 
us. But, if I were to do that, it meant I would be abandoning our original plan. 

“aY know.” 


Nitta-san suddenly called out to us. 


“If you really want to have s*x, then just do it. Besides, it’s been six months already, 
isn’t it about time?” 


“Cough!” 

We immediately spit out the tea we were drinking. 

“N-Ninacchi?! S-Se... What are you saying?!” 

“What? Isn't it obvious? Lovers going somewhere alone, doing something like that is 
normal, no? Besides, they didn’t seem to hide anything from their conversation, unless 
you take their words at face value, that is. What did you think they would do anyway, 
Yuuchin?” 


“U-Um... Sightseeing? E-Eating or... Just playing around?” 


As she said that, she turned her gaze toward us. 
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Her gaze seemed to ask, ‘You weren't talking about this?’ 
“U-Uh, of course not! Don't just believe what Nitta-san says! Our intentions are pure!” 


“Y-Yeah! We just want to have some fun together... As for what Nina said... Um... That’s 
not the main purpose...” 


“..Y-You two are perverts!” 

“UUs. 

Amami-san’s face turned redder as she turned it away from us. 

I thought that this kind of talk would be normal among high school girls, but it seemed 
that Amami-san was quite innocent in that regard. Meanwhile, Nitta-san was more 
experienced with dating, which explained her attitude toward this kind of talk. In any 
case, it was quite a sensitive topic. 

“Anyway, let’s forget about Yuuchin for now. So, what are you two going to do? If it’s 
impossible to go on a trip, just try to look for a good place. As long as you two plan it 
properly, it will be fine.” 


“I understand where you're coming from, Nitta-san, but it isn’t that simple...” 


Honestly, mom and Sora-san would definitely be okay with it if we were to have good 
enough preparation before actually doing it. 


However, this would be our first time, I wanted to make it memorable. 


“Well, I get it, Rep. I thought that way back when I was in middle school, but honestly, 
it isn’t that big of a deal.” 


“You talk about it as if you’ve experienced it already, Nina...” 


“I mean, I’ve dated someone before... Ugh I don’t want to talk about him... But, if you 
insist, I guess I could talk...” 


“You look bitter... Well, sure, it'll make a good reference, I guess.” 


“Umi says yes, what about you, Yuuchin?” 
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“I-I... I don’t really want to hear it...” 

“Alright, tomorrow, after school, at Yuuchin’s place.” 

“I said I don’t want to hear it! F-Fine, if you want to use my place that badly...” 
“Just say that you're curious, Yuuchin~” 

” 


“Jeez, you pervert 


.. somehow those three entered their own world. Anyway, I didn’t want to give up on 
the trip since I wanted to see various places with Umi alone. 


In any case, we would continue to negotiate with our parents. I wonder if there was 
some kind of compromise that we could agree on? 
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CHAPTER 158 
A CALL 


The day after that, I decided to tell my mom what we discussed during the strategy 
meeting. I asked her to reconsider based on my midterm ranking. 


She was baffled since I was unexpectedly persistent about it, but since I was rarely this 
stubborn, she lent an ear this time. 


“Getting into the top ten, huh? Can you do it? You spent a lot of time studying for your 
final exam last semester and still didn’t manage to do it, right? You won't have time to 
play with Umi-chan if you do this, you know?” 


“It’s okay. I want to get into the preparatory class anyway, I have to study that much if 
I want to get there.” 


Our school was very particular about the difficulty of our exams. We could get decent 
scores normally, but if we wanted to get higher than 80, we had to study really hard 
for it. 


Getting full marks was even harder since the teachers would slip in one or two really 
difficult questions. Those were usually practical questions, we had to understand the 
subject properly to answer those. 


If I had to dedicate more time to studying, that meant I would have less time to hang 
out with Umi. Well, I could still study together with her, so it wouldn't be a big problem, 
honestly. 


“Hmm. Let’s see... Honestly, I want to let you do whatever you want since it’s rare for 
you to ask for something like this, but...” 


“The Asanagis might think differently?” 


“Yes, everything would depend on their answer. Some families have a more laid-back 
attitude for things like this, but the Asanagis aren't like that, right? I could tell from 
Umi-chan’s attitude that she’s a serious and polite child, her father must be quite strict 
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with her. Other than that, there’s another problem with letting you two go. There’s no 
guarantee that accidents won't happen during your trip. It isn’t a matter of trusting 
you two or not, it’s about your safety.’ 


“That’s... I see... Understood...” 


Although the numbers of accidents in Japan weren't as great as overseas, there was 
still a possibility that we would be involved in one. 


If we were adults, then things would be simpler, but since we were high schoolers, our 
parents would be the ones held responsible if something were to happen to us. 


It would be too late if something were to happen to us, after all. 

“In any case, I won’t make any more concessions. You have to do two things before I'll 
agree to let you go. First, get permission from Umi-chan’s parents. Second, get an adult 
to go with you. If you can’t fulfill these, then I can’t let you go no matter how good your 


grades are. Sorry, Maki.” 


I guess that would be the end of the negotiation. I pleaded my case and got conditional 
approval. 


“Got it, sorry for bringing this up when you're busy with work, mom.” 


“It’s fine, I don’t mind. It’s been a while since we talked like this, I’m always happy to 
lend you an ear... Well, it’s time... I’m leaving, Maki.” 


“Mm, goodbye and stay safe.” 
I saw her off then made breakfast while thinking about the things that I had to do next. 


There was a high possibility that Sora-san said the same thing to Umi. At this rate, we 
might end up having to cancel our trip. 


Should I just scrap everything and stay over at Umi’s place instead? But we wouldn't 
be free to do everything we wanted since Sora-san and Riku-san were at home. 


“I should try my best to persuade the Asanagis first... But how?” 


I threw the bread into the toaster before boiling the water for my coffee. Suddenly, my 
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phone rang. Umi probably had something to report. 

“Hello?” 

{Hello. Is this Maki-kun?} 

“Um, yes?” 

The screen said that it was a call from Umi, but the voice I heard belonged to a man. 


Of course I knew who the speaker was. It had been a while since I heard his voice, but 
I wouldn't forget it that easily. 


“Um... It’s been a while, Daichi-san.” 
{It’s been a while indeed. It’s been half a year. I’m glad that you’re doing well now.} 
“It’s thanks to you. If you didn’t help me at that time, I don’t think I would be fine” 


{Mm... My wife and daughter told me everything. I don’t think I have the right to judge 
your actions as an outsider, but... You did a good job, Maki-kun.} 


Said Daichi-san. His tone was stiff as usual, but it felt gentler than when we first met. 


According to Sora-san, he was similar to me, a shy person. So I guess this meant that 
he was starting to get comfortable with me. 


“By the way, Daichi-san, do you need something from me? Since you're calling from 
Umi's phone, you're back home already?” 


{Mm. Originally, my vacation would start next month, but something came up, so they 
moved it forward to this month. By the way, last night when I got home. my daughter 
asked me about a certain matter... } 


“Right.” 
I see. He waited until morning came to call me directly with her phone. 


{Are you busy today, Maki-kun? It’s been a while since we've met, so I'd like to see your 
face. Come over for dinner. We could talk then, if you'd like to.} 
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“Understood, I'll go there after school.” 

{Mm. That’s all. I’m giving the phone to Umi now.} 

After a short silence, Umi started speaking from the other side. 

{That’s the current situation over here, Maki. Please help me to convince him.} 
“Got it, I'll do my best.” 


Maybe Daichi-san would punch me, but I couldn't just back down, so I had to prepare 
myself for whatever was coming. 


... should be prepared to lose a tooth or two at the very least. 
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CHAPTER 159 
FAMILY GATHERING +1 


After a restless school day, I went home with Umi, changed my clothes and immediately 
went to her house together with her. 


“Your hands are sweaty, are you okay?” 
“Of course not! I’m nervous...” 


“Actually, me too... After calling you this morning, dad has been silent. It’s hard to 
approach him when he’s like that...” 


“In any case, we should wipe our hands.” 

“Alright.” 

After wiping each other’s hands, we intertwined our fingers once again. 

This would be the first time for Daichi-san to see the state of our relationship. Sora- 
san knew that we were lovers and she probably told him a thing or two about us, but 
he never actually saw us together before. 

I knew that he was a kind person, but having to tell him directly that I was in a 
relationship with his daughter and wanted to take her on a trip with just the two of us 


made me nervous. 


Would he forgive me if I were to ask him bluntly? He wouldn't step on my head or 
something like that, right? 


I would lower my head together with Umi, but would everything be alright? 
When I arrived at Umi's house, Daichi-san was washing his car in front of the house. 


He was wearing a tight shirt, showing his bulging muscles, and shorts. 
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Save me. He’s so scary. 
“Long time no see, Daichi-san.” 


“Ah, yes, long time no see... You look different from the boy that cried in our house 
back then, Maki-kun.” 


“Yes... Thanks to Umi for taking care of me...” 
“aI can see that.” 


He took a brief look at my hand that was intertwined with Umi’s before continuing his 
job. The sun shone on the mist that was created by the hose, creating a small rainbow. 


Did that mean he approved of our relationship? 
“Umi. 
“Yes, dad?” 

“Am I supposed to say ‘Good for you’ in a situation like this?” 

“Of course. Also, even if you're against our relationship, I won't stop loving him, okay?” 
“You can do whatever you want. Rather than not approving of your relationship, I 
think your mom and I will persuade you to continue even if you say you want to break 
up with him. There aren’t many people out there who could handle you, you know? 
You have to treasure him properly.” 


“W-Why are we talking about that now?! W-Where is mom anyway?” 


“She’s on the phone. It'll take a while, so you should wait in the living room with Maki- 
kun. lll join you after I’m done with this, we'll talk about the trip then.” 


We parted with Daichi-san and went inside. An appetizing aroma greeted us right after 
we entered. 


“Yes... Yes... I understand, mother-in-law, Daichi is having a difficult time with his 
schedule... Yes, I’m sorry about that...” 
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As Daichi-san said, Sora-san seemed to be on the phone. It sounded like she was 
talking to Daichi-san’s parents... Well, I shouldn't pry about it. 


I gave her a light bow before sitting on the sofa, while Umi went to her room to change. 
There was an unusual person sitting in front of me, though. 
“Hello, Riku-san.” 


“Heya, Maki. It’s been a while since we last talked, huh? How long ago was it? Half a 
year?” 


“Uhh... Around that long, yeah.” 


Why was that the case even though he was always at home?... Well, let’s not think 
about it for now... 


“By the way, you're all dressed up today, Riku-san. Are you going somewhere?” 


“Well, I went somewhere earlier, just got home, actually... I have something to take 
care of, y’see...” 


“T-That’s?” 


He took out a file out of his bag. It contained a list of job offers and other materials on 
how to write resumes and stuff. 


It seemed like he went to an employment agency. 


Riku-san had something going on that made him retire from his previous job a few 
years back. I thought it would take longer for him to recover from that. 


“Are you surprised?” 
“Eh. Uh... Not really... Just a little bit.” 


“Honest aren't you? Well, I just went to Hello Work briefly today, I don’t have an 
interview scheduled or anything like that.” 


‘Nothing would happen if I didn’t start anything’, he continued. Considering how he had 
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been acting so far, this was a big step for him. 


Should I start looking for a part-time job as well? Mom said that I didn’t need to and 
that she could afford everything I needed, but I didn’t want to depend on her forever. 


“But, why so suddenly? You didn’t spend all your savings already, right?” 


“Nah, I only spend on my console’s hardware and software, I can still afford living like 
a leech for a bit longer.” 


“Then, why?” 
“Well...” 
He seemed to be reluctant to answer me, so I decided not to be too pushy about it. 


Riku-san was ten years older than Umi, he probably thought that he couldn't afford to 
stay like this forever since he was twenty seven now. 


I should give him my support from the shadows. I hope everything goes well for him. 
“Yes, next month, definitely... Yes, I’m sorry, there’s a guest coming over, so I have to 
hang up now, yes, yes... Phew... It’s finally over... Welcome, Maki-kun. Sorry, I couldn’t 
tend to you earlier.” 


“It’s fine, Sora-san, sorry to bother you today... Um, about the thing...” 


“Yes, let's talk about it while we’re eating, my husband is done with his car it seems... 
Umi's here too.” 


As she said that, Daichi-san and Umi entered the living room at the exact same time. 


In the living room, there were Daichi-san, Sora-san, Riku-san, Umi and the sole 
outsider, me. 


This was the second time I was in this situation. The first time was back in December, 
but this time, I felt even more tense than before. 


..Ugh, my stomach... Could I make it through this? 
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CHAPTER 160 
A HELPING HAND 


We shelved the conversation for now and decided to eat first. 

Unlike when I visited last time, the menu on the table consisted mainly of Japanese 
dishes like sashimi and simmered vegetables. They were all tasty and made the 
discomfort in my stomach vanish. 

I was seated between Sora-san and Umi, just like last December. I couldn't enjoy the 
meal back then because of what happened with my parents, so this would be my 
chance to enjoy this kind of atmosphere. 

“Here’s your sashimi, Maki. C’mon, open your mouth~” 

“Ah, mm...” 

“Is it good?” 

“Mhm, thank you, Umi.” 


“Hehe don’t mention it~” 


I just did everything like I always did with Umi, but for some reason, the other three 
at the table were staring at me. 


“Are they always like this?” 


“Hehe, more or less. I invited Maki-kun over a while ago and they were just as close as 
today. Maki-kun, will you feed Umi next?” 


“Um, I don’t think so...” 
When I took a glance in Umi’s direction, I saw her opening her mouth a little. 


“Uh, Umi-san?” 
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“Feed me!” 
“There’s no sashimi left though...” 
“I don’t care! Just give me rice or tomato, as long as you feed me!” 


She really didn’t mind her parents’ presence. Well, everyone already knew about our 
relationship, I guess it would be futile to act reserved about it now. 


“Uh... Fine, here’s your tomato.” 

“Where’s my ‘ahh’?” 

“Ahh~” 

I fed the cherry tomato to Umi, who had her mouth open like a chick. 


These tomatoes were harvested from the Asanagi’s garden. They tasted sweeter than 
the ones sold in the market, probably because Sora-san took good care of them. 


“H-How was it?” 

“Sweet and tasty~ I love it~” 
“I see...” 

“Mm... Hehe~” 


Doing this in front of others felt embarrassing. Umi seemed to feel the same as I did as 
we turned our gazes away from each other. 


I knew that I shouldn't, but I wanted to spoil her so badly, I couldn’t restrain myself. 
“Hehe... They remind me of us back then, right, Dad?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“My, no need to be shy about it~” 


“H-Hey, stop poking me. The kids are watching.” 
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“It’s fine~ The kids are in their own world right now~” 

Sora-san leaned toward Daichi-san and poked him on the cheek. 

This scene gave me deja vu. I was often on the receiving end of it because of Umi. 
I guess she got this habit from Sora-san, huh? 

“Seriously, give me a break...” 


Said Riku-san. I was flirting with Umi while Sora-san and Daichi-san followed along 
and flirted with each other. 


The two idiotic couples were a nuisance to Riku-san, it seemed. 
...My bad, Riku-san. 


“C-Cough... Anyway, Maki-kun, I heard you're going to take my daughter on a trip with 
you?” 


“Ah, yes, about that...” 
His words brought me back to reality. After that, I explained my plans to Daichi-san. 


Since I was nervous, I stumbled a few times when explaining, but Daichi-san didn’t 
mind that as he sincerely listened to me. 


Once I finished talking, he took a deep breath. 

“I see, I understand.” 

“So, what’s your answer, dad? Is it the same as mom's?” 
“Not really, but I agree with her” 


I knew that there was no way that he would let us go, but hearing the refusal straight 
from the person himself made me feel disappointed nonetheless. 


“I understand your feelings. I know that you two love each other very much and it’s 
not surprising that you two want to deepen your bonds...” 
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“Well, considering how you always snuck away with mom in the middle of the night, I 
bet you understand our feelings, dad. I heard everything from Grandma, she 
complained about you a lot, I can’t even forget it if I wanted to.” 

“Oh my... She even told you about that, huh?” 

“Mother... You just had to go there... Well, that’s a sore spot for both of us...” 


Sora-san and Daichi-san’s expressions turned sour as soon as Umi said that. 


The other day, Sora-san told me that they got married after a certain affair that 
troubled both their parents. 


I didn’t want to repeat their mistakes, I knew that it wasn't easy for them to overcome 
such hardship back then. Though, I agreed with Umi that it was a little bit hypocritical 
for them to not let us go because what they did back then was worse than what we 


were about to do. 


After that, the conversation reached a deadlock where Umi and I desperately tried to 
make them give us some concessions while they tried to dissuade us from going. 


“Dad.” 

“Hm? What is it, Riku?” 

“I can tag along with them.” 

Then, a helping hand came from an unexpected place. 
“Brother?!” 

“Um... Are you sure, Riku-san?” 


“Well, it’s for my cute little sister, so of course. It'd be nice to go out once in a while 
anyway.” 


I thought he wouldn't involve himself and would just watch us quietly, but I didn’t 
expect him to do this. 


Mom said that we needed to at least bring an adult with us and Riku-san perfectly fit 


traitorAIZEN 23 | 236 


the bill. 

“My... So it’s three against two now... What do you think, Dear?” 

“Hmm... Well, I guess I can leave them to Riku, but...” 

Riku-san’s proposal caught them off guard as they were pondering what to do. 


We just needed to give one final push. Just as we were about to do so, the home phone 
rang. 


Talk about bad timing, jeez. 


“Its probably mom again, lll answer it. While I’m at it, can you make some tea for all 
of us, Sora?” 


“Yes, we'll continue our talk later.” 


After that, Daichi-san answered the phone and Sora-san went to the kitchen. 
Meanwhile they assigned us to clean up the dishes. 


“I can't believe that you would do that... What happened? Have pigs learned to fly?” 


“First off, don’t get the wrong idea, I didn’t do it for you. As for why... I just felt like 
it.” 


“Then, are you doing it for Maki?” 
“Not really.’ 


Was he just shy or was there something else going on? Well, whatever, he was willing 
to help, that was what mattered. 


After we were done cleaning up the table, Sora-san placed some tea and after-meal 
snacks on it. At the same time, Daichi-san came back. 


“Is it Mizore-san? The same thing again?” 


“Yes. I turned her down since the time isn’t right.” 
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“My, that’s troubling... Can’t you take a few days off next month?” 
“I can ask, but I think it’s impossible. We’re short-handed, after all.” 
“I see. Should I just go alone then? But if I do that, Riku and Umi will... Ah.” 


There seemed to be something going on with Daichi-san’s family. When they were 
talking, suddenly Sora-san stopped and glanced at us. 


“About your trip, I could allow you two to go, but you're only allowed to go to that 
place-” 


My instincts said that something troublesome was coming, but her proposal seemed 
to be worth hearing. 
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CHAPTER 161 
TO THE MIDTERM EXAM 


“Huh, so you guys will be staying at Umi’s grandma’s place.” 


The day after, the four of us gathered to listen to the report- no, the conclusion of the 
said negotiations. 


Said result was that during the long weekend, we would visit Umi’s grandma’s house. 
The place itself was two or three prefectures away from here, so we would be going 
further than we previously planned. 


Sora-san said that they would be holding a memorial service for a distant relative 
around that time. Originally, Daichi-san would be going there alone, but the sudden 
change in his work schedule made him unable to do so. 


It was decided that aside from me, Umi and Riku-san, Sora-san would also go with us 
to help out with the memorial service. Sora-san would stay at her in-law’s house while 
the rest of us would be staying at a nearby inn. Riku-san would be there to watch over 
us. 


Although they didn’t let us go on our own, there was a hot spring near the place we 
would be staying at, so at least we accomplished half of our initial goal. 


Was I satisfied with this? Not really, but I really couldn’t complain. 

“Well, there’s still a catch. They said that even if I can’t get first place, I still have to 
raise my grades for the midterm while Maki has to try to get into the top twenty. That’s 
why, Maki, let’s work hard, shall we?” 

“N-No way... Ugh... Fine, I’ll do my best, Sensei.” 


“Mhm!” 


I didn’t actually have to get to the top twenty, but I still had to study nonetheless, or 
else I wouldn't be able to start our vacation on a good note. 
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“Alright! Then, from now on until the midterm, we will all study together every day! 
We'll help you out too, right, Ninacchi?” 


“Mhm. I don’t really care about my grades, but getting higher grades wouldn't hurt~” 
“E-Eh?” 


Just like that, they decided to hold a group study with the four of us. How did it turn 
out this way? 


Of course there was nothing wrong with this. We did the same thing with Nozomu a 
while ago, but, having a group study every day? 


“Huh? What’s wrong? You two look surprised. Is it really that surprising that I’m eager 
to study hard?” 


“No, not really, it’s just... Every day? The four of us? Are you sure?” 


“Yeah, I mean, Maki and I have to improve our grades, so it’s inevitable for both of us, 
but you two don't really need to, right?” 


Group study was beneficial and all, but the thing with group study was, the more 
people involved, the less studying there would be. If possible, I wanted to study with 
Umi only, that would make it easier for us to concentrate. 

Those two looked stunned after hearing our words. 


“Jeez, look at those two idiots, Yuuchin. They haven't noticed at all.” 


“Ahaha... I thought if it’s the two of you, you two might understand what we're getting 
at, but I guess we have to explain ourselves, huh?” 


ODA?” 
What were those two talking about? 


After that, they insisted that studying by ourselves wouldn't be enough. We argued 
that we would be fine, it worked out last year, so it should work out this time too. 


“Fine, let’s do it this way. I'll let you two study together by yourselves today, but there’s 
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something I want you to do. Keep track of how much time you spend studying and 
how much time you spend flirting, okay?” 


“Fine, l'll do whatever you Say, Miss.” 


“Nice attitude you got there, Missy. Let’s make a bet then. If what we were saying is 
correct, you two have to apologize to us! Got that, Rep?” 


“Sure, but wouldn't it be more helpful if you were to just tell us what would be wrong?” 


“Nope. It would be better for you two to realize it by yourself. Don’t worry, you'll notice 
the problem immediately, I’m sure of it.” 


“O-Okay?” 
According to those two, there was something that we weren't realizing. 
Well, we should try to do what they told us for now. 


It had been a while since the last time we studied together, but there should be no 
problem, right? 
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CHAPTER 162 
THIS IS BAD 


I was a bit concerned about Nitta-san’s ‘homework’, but since I had to prepare for the 
exam, I decided to immediately start studying with Umi after school. 


The scope of the exam would be announced exactly two weeks prior to the exam itself, 
so I still had to wait a few more days, but since I listened to the class seriously, I could 
roughly guess the contents of the midterm. 


“By the way, when do you need to go home, Umi?” 


“Mom said I need to be back by dinner from now on until after the midterms, that 
includes weekends too.” 


“I see... It can’t be helped, huh?” 


Our time together on weekends would be reduced, which was unfortunate. But still, if 
I wanted to improve my grades and enter the preparatory class, I had to bear with it. 


Well, just think of the time spent with her on weekdays as an offset for that. 


Anyway, dinner at the Asanagi’s usually started at 7 pm, and since it was currently 4 
pm, we had to use these three hours of time efficiently. 


We decided that we would take a short break after an hour and a half passed before 
we sat down facing each other and started studying. 


u“ » 
ann 
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We started by reviewing the materials that we had already learned from class. Since 
we pretty much understood everything, the room was enveloped in silence save from 
the quiet sound of rustling paper and the scribbling of our mechanical pencils. 
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If this was a study group, I would be worrying whether I should start a conversation 
or not, but since Umi was the only other person here, I didn’t need to. 


Come to think of it, we started talking less when we were together at home compared 
to when we first started dating. Normally, we would just cuddle and enjoy each other’s 
warmth. It wasn't like we didn’t get along or anything, we just didn’t need to talk much. 


Being together with the one we loved was enough for both of us to feel happy. 


Well, we would start cursing each other when we started playing games, but that was 
a special case. We would still treat each other normally after that though. 


“Maki?” 

“Eh... W-What is it?” 

“You've been staring at me, what’s wrong? Is there something you don’t understand?” 
“Ah... N-Not really, I was just looking at your face...” 

“Jeez, save that for later. Focus on studying first, okay?” 

“R-Right. My bad.” 


I was entranced by her serious look before I knew it. She was right, I should focus on 
studying first, I could save the simping for later. 


Lightly, I slapped my cheeks, trying to focus. 

There was still an hour before break time, I should be able to endure for that long. 
After that, silence enveloped the room once again, for around thirty minutes. 

This time, however, instead of me staring, a certain someone was staring at me. 
“What’s wrong, Umi?” 


a » 
ann 


“Umi?” 
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“Huh?! A-Ah. S-Sorry, I’m just checking if you’re studying properly or not... Then I 
spaced out...” 


She looked flustered as her face reddened. 
What a cutie, please show me that kind of face more... Wait, no, I need to study— 
“Sorry, Maki, it’s just... Your serious face looks cool... Hehe.” 


Then she said that while beaming cutely. Thanks to that, my concentration was 
obliterated. 


Why was she so cute? Could I hug her now? 
“Uh, I’m kinda thirsty, should we take a break for ten... no, fifteen minutes?” 


“S-Sure... It’s earlier than planned, but we can just study without any more breaks after 
that...” 


After we made that excuse, we decided to consume the coffee and the snacks we had 
prepared. 


We sat down on the sofa while sipping our coffees. Naturally, we were huddled up 
while holding each other’s hands. 


This was a more comfortable position than earlier when we sat opposite of each other. 
“Maki, uh, the thing just now, can I talk about it?” 

“About how cool I am?” 

“Mhm. You see, Yuu, Nina and I were talking about you the other day and when I told 
them about what I just said to you, they gave me a strange look. Do you think I acted 
creepily without me realizing it?” 

“Yes? 


“Oi, this is the part where you deny it while comforting me!” 


Honestly, even though Umi did her best trying to make me look better, my face was far 
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from ‘cool’. 
I didn’t know what my serious face looked like since I’d never seen it myself, but it 
shouldn't be that different from my normal face. It was normal for them to give her a 


strange look after she said something like that. 


“Sorry, sorry. But anyway, don’t mind them, all that matters to me is that you think I’m 
cool.” 


If I were a good looking guy, maybe my life would be better, but at the same time, 
troublesome things would start appearing. Compared to living that kind of life, the 


current life I had where Umi was the only one that thought I was cool, would be better. 


“So, don’t mind what they said. Even if they think that you're a weirdo, that side of 


» 


you... 
“That side of me?” 

“Is one of the things that I love about you.” 
It was my turn to blush. 


Saying this kind of corny thing to her face still felt embarrassing, but seeing her happy 
face after I said that made me feel happy too. 


But of course, it wouldn’t be Umi if she let me off the hook with that. Not long after I 
said that, she smirked mischievously. 


“Hehe... It’s been half a year already and you still love me this much, huh, Maki? ~ Even 
though you normally act like a spoiled kid around me, you can still say some bold 
things, huh? ~” 


“Do you not love me as much as I do, Umi?” 
“Of course I do~ Actually, no, I love you more than you love me~” 
“Sure, sure, but can you please stop poking my cheeks?!” 


“Huh? You want me to stop? Lies~ I know you love it when I do this~ C'mon, just be 
honest with me, like when you said you love me just then~” 
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“I knew it, I should have kept my mouth shut.” 
I regretted saying that, but it lifted her mood tremendously, so I guess it was worth it. 
Actually, whenever she got this happy, she stopped caring about skinship or whatnot, 


so I'd say I came out of this ahead. 


Normally, I hated it when people started touching me for no reason, but she was the 
person that I loved, so rather than hating it, I loved her touch. 


“A-Anyway, we should rest for real now and get back to our studies. Don’t forget our 
goal, okay?” 


“Hehe, alright. Honestly, I want to mess around with you more, but I guess we can save 
that for later~” 


“Mim...” 
She let out a chuckle. Seriously, she was becoming more mischievous by the day. 


It would be dangerous if we were to stay like this any longer, so I separated myself 
from her and sat in my original place. 


Since we took fifteen minutes break, we still had a hundred minutes for us to— 
“Huh?” 

However, the moment I looked at the time, I froze. 

“What’s up, Maki?” 

“Weren't we supposed to have a fifteen minutes break?” 

“Huh? Yeah, I didn’t keep track of the time, but we should only spend that long, right?” 
As she said that, she checked the time on her phone. 


The break started around 5 pm, but it was now 6 pm. In other words, that break lasted 
for an hour. 


We were lost in our own world for a whole hour without realizing it. 
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Keep track of how much time you spend studying and how much time you spend flirting, 
okay? 


Could it be, Nitta-san was talking about this?... There was no way, right? 
“Uh, Umi-san.” 

“What is it, Maki-san?” 

“This is bad.” 

“Yes, I agree.” 

The next day. 


After apologizing to both Amami-san and Nitta-san, it was decided that our studies 
would be supervised by those two. 


At this rate, my time together with Umi would really be cut short as we would be giving 
our all to study for the exam. 
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CHAPTER 163 
STUDY SESSION (1) 


Our studying proceeded smoothly, under the supervision of Amami-san and Nitta-san. 
We would study for three hours after school from 4 pm to 7 pm with a ten minute 
break in between. When it was just the two of us, we would unknowingly waste more 


time doing nothing, but with other people watching us, we couldn't even try to do that. 


I managed to channel my desire to play around with Umi into the desire to study. This 
continued until there was a week left until the midterm exam began. 


“What do you want to drink, Umi?~” 
“I usually drink coke at times like this... What about you, Nina?” 


“Isn't iced coffee better for times like this? I’m melting here, you know? What about 
you two?” 


“TI leave it up to you three.” 

“Me too.” 

Since they finally stopped the club activities, the five of us, the usual gang including 
Nozomu, held a study session today. We were currently at a nearby convenience store, 


buying some drinks, snacks and a few other things. 


Though honestly, I wasn’t sure if ‘study session’ was the right term for it, since the ones 
who would be studying were the other three while Umi and I would be tutoring them. 


“Thank you... Thank you for not giving up on inviting me, Maki... After so long, I can 
finally be human again...” 


“Stop overreacting. Well, in any case, you seem happy, good for you.” 


He had this silly grin on his face as he nodded to my words. He was finally free from 
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his daily practice, this was the first time in a long while that he could hang out freely 
like this. 


And of course, this was also a huge opportunity for him to aim for a certain blonde in 
our group. 


“Say, Maki.” 

“Hm?” 

“Isn’t Amami-san cute?” 
“Well, yeah I guess.” 


It had been several months since he confessed to her and he had been holding his 
feelings ever since. 


“Ahh... I wonder if she has someone in mind already. Have you heard anything from 
Asanagi or Nitta?” 


“Nope. Well, there are still a lot of people chasing after her, but I don’t think she has 
anyone in mind.” 


Even the freshmen knew about her by now and there were a lot of them that confessed 
to her already. Of course, she rejected everyone. 


Since we were in the same class, I’ve seen such scenes regularly. Sometimes people 
would call her out when she was alone, some of them even ambushed us when we 
were hanging out with Umi. 


By the way, Umi also received love letters, but she ignored all of them. 

“I heard that aside from you, Asanagi, Amami-san and Nitta are very guarded when 
talking to boys. The sports club members had been complaining about it. In Amami- 
san’s case, there is a scary girl guarding her and none of them could get close to her” 


“Ah, Arae-san? I see.” 


Those people would only try to confess when Arae-san wasn’t around. Ever since the 
class match, they would often hang out together. If you ever tried to approach Amami- 
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san when she was around, Arae-san would chase you off with her glare. 


I didn’t know whether she was trying to guard Amami-san or she just found those guys 
to be an eyesore, but thanks to her, Amami-san could be more relaxed. 


“Also, a lot of guys in my class have been asking me to introduce them to you.” 
“To me? Why though?” 


“C'mon, you're always with those three! You're dating Asanagi and close to the other 
two as well!” 


“Ah, I guess so, huh?” 

In reality, it wasn't like I was really close to the other two. I was only close to Umi. 
Amami-san was her best friend and Nitta-san would tag along whenever she saw 
those two together. If it wasn’t for Umi, I wouldn't hang out with those two as much. 


I watched the backs of those three, who were talking in front of the candy shelves. 


We all knew how cute my girlfriend was, but the other two girls were quite the lookers 
themselves. 


Whenever those three hung out together at school, they would attract a lot of attention 
everywhere. I understood completely that people would want to try to get close to 
them. 


“What is it, Rep? Why are you staring at us?” 
“Tm not staring at you specifically.” 


“Huh? How cheeky. Umi, look at your boyfriend, he’s been eyeing Yuuchin and I with 
his dirty gaze since a while ago.” 


“Got it, ll kill him after this.” 


“Jeez, Maki-kun, is Umi not good enough for you? I mean, she’s smart, cute, kind and 
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her boobs are big 


“My dear best friend, I’m happy that you praised me, but I don’t appreciate the s*xual 
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harassment. Come here, let me discipline you.” 

“Kyaa~ Umi is scary~ Help me, Ninacchi~” 

As those two were messing around, a part of their body shook around enticingly. 
“You two, if you're staring at my chest, I’m going to gouge your eyes out.” 

I ignored Nitta-san completely and continued watching those two playing around. 


It was always fun to see those two messing around like this. Nitta-san would start with 
a joke, Umi would join in and Amami-san would either join in too or give a troubled 
laugh. Sometimes they would drag me into it like now. This kind of balance in their 
relationship was possible because they got along well. 


If someone wanted to be friends with me, I wouldn't mind introducing them to those 
three, but if they just wanted to get closer to them, sorry, but I’d have to refuse. They 
could think whatever they wanted about me, but I didn’t want anyone to disturb our 
relationship any further. 


Helping Nozomu out was already hard for me, I didn’t want to help another person. 


“Well, of course I refused them. As if I'll let them touch Amami-san with their dirty 
little fingers.” 


“You're supposed to keep that last part to yourself... Well, in any case, thank you, I'll 
leave that side to you, okay?” 


“Leave it to me! Well, it’s time, let’s carry their bags.” 


» 


“Kay. 


After the five of us paid for everything, we left the convenience store while chatting 
happily. 


» 
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“Oi oi, you guys bought too much! There’s no way we could eat all of these 


“We'll save the rest for later. You're only joining us for one day, but we’re going to hang 
out with Rep for a while longer, right, Yuuchin?” 
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“Mhm! If we don’t watch over their studies properly, their parents won't let them go 
on their trip.” 


“Huh? Trip? Maki, what is this all about?” 
“Ah... Uh... That’s...” 

“..We need to talk, Maki.” 

“I-I refuse!” 

“You can't!” 


I heard the three girls laughing at me as I started dashing toward my house to escape 
from Nozomu’s clutches. 


This was how our relationship worked since last Christmas. I doubt that there was 
room for anyone else to enter our circle of friends. I wanted everything to be this way 


forever, but if one day our relationship inevitably broke down, what would happen, I 
wonder? 


That thought lingered on my mind for quite a while. 
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CHAPTER 164 
STUDY SESSION (2) 


We went straight to my house after our snack run. Before the study session began, we 
prepared the snacks for break first since we wouldn't have time to do so later. 


The study session was planned for two hours, but looking at the amount of snacks we 
bought, it felt like we were planning to do it for a whole day instead. 


There were several plates and bowls filled with huge amounts of potato chips, sweets 
and other kinds of snacks. Would I even have room for dinner after finishing all these? 
The girls acted like this amount of snacks was normal. 


„Seriously? 


“Rep, you're running out of coffee, I’m going to open a new bag, okay? Yuuchin, give 
me the sugar cube.” 


“Mm! Put some milk in mine, Ninacchi! What about you, Umi?” 
“Tm okay with black. I’m going to use the dishwasher, step aside.” 


When I peered into the kitchen, I saw the three girls standing side by side. It seemed 
like they were having a good time. 


Nozomu and I were setting up the living room. Since the usual table was too small, we 
had to pull out the kotatsu from mom’s closet. 


“Say, Maki.” 
As he was watching those three, Nozomu placed a hand on my shoulder. 
For some reason, I felt a strong pressure from that hand. 


“Asanagi is one thing, but why do the other two look so familiar with your kitchen? Do 
they come here often or what?” 
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“I wouldn't say often, but they probably got used to it after visiting a few times... In my 
defense, it isn’t like I can just kick them out, you know?” 


Yeah, they didn’t come often, but they said that my house was a comfortable place to 
hang out at. 


At Umi’s and Amami-san’s house, their mothers were there, so they couldn’t do 
something like this while Nitta-san’s house was a bit far away from school. 


I got permission from mom, but as the number of the girls increased, she started to 
look at me with a strange expression. 


Of course she wouldn't think that I was gathering harem members or something, but 
still, explaining everything to her felt really awkward. 


She said something like, ‘Your face is similar to mine, but your womanizing tendencies 
are the same as your dad's’. 


„Sorry about that, mom. 


“What do you want to drink, Seki-kun? Coffee? Tea? If you want a cold drink, there’s 
coke here, both the regular one and sugar-free.” 


“U-Um... I-I think I'll have a black coffee... What about you, Maki?” 
“Same.” 

“Two black coffees, I received your orders~” 

Amami-san was running around while wearing mom’s apron. 


The apron itself was a plain apron with checkered patterns that you could find 
anywhere, but she looked like a model when wearing it. 


“Maki.” 
“What is it?” 


“Pm motivated now.” 
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“That so? Good for you.” 

“Thank you, harem MC- I mean, my dear friend...” 

“Ah yes, people called me that sometimes, huh?” 

After ten minutes of preparation, we spread out our textbooks. 


Normally, Amami-san and Nitta-san were here to monitor Umi’s and my studies, but 
for today, we would be tutoring Nozomu instead. 


Since they would be giving make-up classes based on how well you did in both 
midterm and final exam, we were trying to help him avoid getting red marks at least. 


“Seki.” 
As we were trying to solve a problem, Nitta-san suddenly called out to Nozomu. 
“Just wondering, when will the summer tournament start for you guys?” 


“Huh? The matchups weren't even decided yet, so who knows. It'll probably start 
around July though. Why do you ask? Are you going to cheer us on?” 


“Nah, I'll pass. I can’t stand being outside for too long in the summer, it’s too hot. I’m 
just asking for a friend, they said they wanted to see you pitching.” 


“A-Ah, I see...” 
“Are you curious?” 
“N-Not really! Everyone can come and watch me if they want to!” 


So he said, but he was clearly flustered. This guy looked like a normie, but he had 
absolutely zero experience with girls. 


I glanced at him and noticed him stealing glances at Amami-san. 


Anyway, it was too early to discuss this, but since Nitta-san brought it up, we could use 
this opportunity to plan for it when the time came. 
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“Do you want to go to cheer for him, Umi?” 
“Hmm... The date is too close to finals... I want to focus on studying...” 


‘But if you're going to go, I might as well-’, | waited for Umi to say those words so I 
could drag Amami-san with us, but... 


“TI go! Pll cheer for Nozomu-kun!” 
Amami-san said that before any of us could say anything. 
She even called him ‘Nozomu-kun’. 


Our brains short-circuited for a moment, some of us even looked confused, wondering 
who the hell ‘Nozomu-kun’ was. 


That was how surprised we were over her outburst. 
“A-Amami-san, did you just...” 


“Hm? Ah, yes, I did. It’s been a while since we became friends, right? I thought that it 
would be nice if I were to call you by your first name! Sorry if that surprised you...” 


“N-No, it’s fine, I don’t mind... I mean, Maki has been calling me by my name since the 


beginning...” 
“Hehehe~ I’m glad to hear that. You can just call me Yuu, by the way~” 
“A-Ah, y-yes... I-I’ll do that.” 


“TIl be in your care then, Nozomu-kun~ Anyway, there is still time before break, so 
let’s concentrate on studying!” 


“Y-Yes!” 


Then Amami-san returned to her own little world with Umi by her side. Meanwhile, 
the big guy was on cloud nine. He could only respond to me with simple ‘ah’ or ‘uh’. 


“Nozomu, look at my hand.” 


traitorAIZEN 43 | 236 


“Ah...” 

“Can you count how many fingers I have?” 

“A lot...” 

“No good.” 

For the record, I was showing him a peace sign. 

Yeah, he was a goner. 

“Tm going to the toilet.” 

I told him that and left the room before sending Umi a secret message. 
[Maehara: Umi, what happened to her?] 

[Asanagi: Don’t ask me. ] 


[Asanagi: Nina is surprised too, the friend she was talking about was someone else, 
not Yuu.| 


[Maehara: So, Amami-san gota change of heart or something? | 


[Asanagi: Maybe but maybe she just doesn’t care much. Still, this means that she wants 
to get closer to him.] 


[Asanagi: Well, let’s not assume anything, I'll ask her about it later. 
[Maehara: Got it. | 


In any case, we decided on something to do for summer. I wonder what would happen? 
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CHAPTER 165 
SHOPPING DATE (1) 


A few days had passed since the midterm exams ended. By now, we could already see 
the results for all the exam subjects. 


Umi managed to get third in our grade, meanwhile I failed to get into the top twenty. I 
still managed to raise my rank though, I moved up five ranks to twenty fifth place. 


This was all thanks to Amami-san and Nitta-san, who took the time to watch over our 
studies. With this, we managed to fulfill our parents’ requirements and they would 
allow us to go on a three day trip. 

‘Maki~ Wake up~ It’s~ Mor~ Ning~’ 

“Ngh?... Umi?” 


A familiar voice roused me from my sleep, along with a heavy pressure on my chest. 


My blurry consciousness gradually cleared and I could see the cute smile of my 
beloved girlfriend. 


“Good morning, Maki.” 

“Good morning, Umi.” 

I grabbed my phone and checked the time. It was just after 7am, Saturday morning. I 
couldn’t be mad about her waking me up this early though, since we had an 
appointment today and she always came to wake me up whenever we did. 

“You still look sleepy. Couldn’t sleep properly last night?” 


“Mhm... I tried, but I just couldn't sleep...” 


“Are you excited for our date today?” 
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“Ah... Uh, yeah.” 
After we received permission from our parents, we planned a shopping date to buy 
stuff we needed for the trip. It included clothes and several other things. (T/N: Like 


con- yeah) 


We didn’t go on dates often. On our days off, we would just hang out at my house while 
doing nothing, so this date would be our first in a while. 


When I was on the phone with her last night, I managed to fool her and acted like it 
was nothing, but I was actually anxious about things like ‘what should I wear for the 


date?’ and such. That kept me awake for another hour or two. 


Seriously, I needed to stop acting like a kid. It wasn’t like this was our first date or 
something. 


“Jeez, fine~ Go back to sleep, we still have time. l'll wake you up later, okay?” 
“Thanks... Oh yeah, Umi.” 

“Yes?” 

“You look cute today, that dress looks really good on you.” 


It was currently June. Summer had started already and Umi donned herself in her 
summer attire. 


Pastel blue one piece dress. A pair of earrings that she didn’t normally wear. 
At first glance, her style looked simple, but I knew that she put in a lot of effort into it. 


I told her on her birthday that blue suited her really well and it seemed like she 
remembered it. She’s so cute... 


“Thank you. Hehe... You’re starting to look like a proper boyfriend now, Maki. Good 
boy, good boy.” 


“Stop doing that... Well, fine...” 


She moved her hand to pat my head with a gentle smile on her face. I tried resisting, 
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but it felt comfortable, so I just let her do it and tried to sleep while she was still patting 
me. 


“You're getting cooler and cooler lately. I should be happy about it, but I...” 
“Umi?” 


“Sorry, sorry, I’m just talking to myself. Don’t worry, just go to sleep, I'll pat you until 
you fall asleep.” 


With her whisper of 1 love you’ as a cue, I fell asleep soundly until she finally woke me 
up a while later. 


* kK OX 


After our peaceful morning together, we went out to the shopping district. 


Our first stop would be the clothing store to buy clothes for Umi. At this point, we were 
used to holding hands in public and managed to perfectly blend in with our 
surroundings while doing so. The whispers around us stopped bothering us. 


Realizing that we were maturing from this always made me feel like we had 
accomplished something, even though it wasn’t something that big. 


“Alright, let’s do this. Maki, try to give constructive criticism now. Don't just say vague 


yy 


things like ‘cute’ or ‘pretty’. 
“Sure, but, eh...” 
There was a tiny problem here. The kind of place she dragged me to. 


The swimsuit section. My vision was filled with varieties of swimsuits. Well, I was 
exaggerating, there were summer yukatas on display nearby too, but the swimsuits 
were just too eye-catching. 


“There are no seas in the prefecture dad’s family is living in but there are beautiful 
springs and rivers there! They would be good substitutes for beaches or pools, don’t 
you think?” 


She took a couple swimsuits and showed them to me. 
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‘Which one do you think is better?’ she asked. This was another problem. I knew jack 
about swimsuits, every one of them looked the same to me. 


Choosing a men’s swimsuit was simple, just pick the one with the right length and you 
were pretty much set. But women’s swimsuits... 


“So, which one do you like, Maki? If there’s something that catches your eye, Pll try 
them on for you.” 


“Wait, you're going to put them on?” 

“Of course. If I don’t try them on, I won't know if it fits me or not.” 
“I-I see... Then, I'll wait outside while you-” 

“Wait.” 

As I tried to run away, Umi grabbed me by the collar. 

“Um... Can I help you?” 

“You're going with me, of course. Aren't you my boyfriend?” 
“Don’t you think it’s a little...” 

“Come here.” 

“Yes, ma'am.” 


Like a mouse dangling from a cat’s mouth, I was dragged into the fitting room with 
her. 


This wouldn't be my first time seeing her body. I’ve seen her in underwear before, but 
it was when we were at home. But we were in public and she asked me to give her my 
opinions? Please save me... 


We told the employee that we were a couple (Umi did, I still couldn’t get myself 
together when that happened) and she brought us to a slightly larger fitting room. 
This was the first time I had ever gone to this kind of store, so I just found out that not 
only did they have separate fitting rooms for men and women, they also had rooms for 
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couples as well. 


The employee wished us good luck with a nasty grin before closing the curtain on us. 
I could only thank her in response. 


Anyway, calm down. I shouldn't let any strange thoughts enter my mind. 

“Maki.” 

“Yes?” 

“Look at me properly.’ 

“Got it. I'll do my best.” 

I won't elaborate further. We managed to buy a good one for Umi thanks to my efforts. 


I did my best. I really did. 
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CHAPTER 166 
SHOPPING DATE (2) 


After we finished buying our swimsuits, we went to another store that had a large 
selection of clothing for teenagers like us. It was a well known brand store and while 
they weren't the most fashionable ones, their selection was quite large and easy on 
our wallets. 


You had to be an expert to pick out the really good clothes, but there was one right 
next to me. 


“Let's choose your clothes first. Come on, follow me!” 


“Alright, jeez, stop pulling me...” 


Umi had been in a good mood ever since we left the swimsuit store, but I was hoping 
that she would stop pulling me around everywhere. 


She tried on around five or six swimsuits in the fitting room, but never told me which 
one she actually bought. 


There were two paper bags with her though, so she probably bought two of them. 
“What? Are you wondering which ones I ended up choosing?” 
“Uh, kinda, yes...” 


I assumed that she bought one for the trip and one for when she hung out with Amami- 
san and the others. 


There were more people than just me alone in public beaches or pools, and not all of 
them were decent people. 


Honestly, I didn’t really want her to show skin in front of all those people, but it wasn’t 
like I could stop her from hanging out with her friends. 
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Perhaps she noticed my line of thoughts, Umi peered into my face. 


“Are you thinking about something strange again, Maki? Worried if people were to see 
me in my swimsuit?” 


“Mm, I mean, there’s gonna be a lot of people at the pool and beaches, right? I know 
I’m being selfish, but...” 


“Wouldn't it be fine as long as you stay next to me?” 
“That's... Sorry...” 


“Hehe, I’m just teasing you, don’t worry. The thing you're worrying about will never 
happen.” 


“Huh?” 


“Mhm. If I want to go to places like that, I won't go to public ones, I'll just go to the ones 
that Sanae and Manaka’s parents owned.” 


“Are you telling me that they own private beaches?” 


“Yes. Since no one else will be there, we can do more fun things on our own like playing 
with fireworks.” 


I forgot that those two were rich. I didn’t know what kind of jobs their parents had, 
but they definitely had a higher position in their companies compared to my dad. 


Apparently, Umi and her friends had been taught since grade school to not go to places 
like beaches or pools unless they knew that those places were very safe. 


That was why Umi said that my worries would never happen. 

“Did that make you feel better?” 

“Yeah, kinda.” 

“Great. Well, let me tell you the reason why I bought two swimsuits.” 


“One for the trip and?” 
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“For the trip and for the summer break in general. I'll be using this one when we hang 
out with the others too. The other one is for...” 


She came even closer to me and whispered something in my ear. 
‘For you and you alone to see...’ 

Uu 

In other words, she bought both of them for me. 

Telling me something like that in public... That’s just unfair... 

“Did your heart skip a beat just now?” 

“N-Not at all.” 

“Hmm~ Really? ~ Then why do you look so nervous?” 

“Y-Your breath just tickled my ear, there’s nothing else to it!” 

I wasn't lying, though that was only half the reason I acted that way. 


When she tried on the swimsuits, I noticed that there were a couple flashier ones. I 
assumed that she bought one of them. 


“Maki.” 

“What?” 

“Look forward to it, okay?” 

“Mm.” 

In any case, this was a conversation for later. Now, back to picking out our clothes. 


We started with me. Normally, I would wear whatever cheap shirt I had, so we were 
here to prevent that from happening during our trip. 


“Here, I usually wear something like this. What do you think?” 
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“Just let me choose for you.” 
“Sorry.” 


I picked up clothes that were similar to what I’ve been wearing, but Umi just shot it 
down without mercy. If I went with those clothes, it would cost less than 3000 yen, 
but I guess I really needed to splurge a little since this was a rare occasion. 


‘TII be in your care then, Asanagi-sensei.” 


» 


“Umu. 
With Umi’s guidance, we started picking out some clothes for me. 


“Let's start from the top. The shirt you chose is passable, but it'll be hard to match with 
the bottom and oftentimes, you'll look really tacky with it. Just look at this... See what 
I mean?” 


“Yeah, it looks kinda bad, huh?” 


It was hard to tell when you were wearing it yourself, but when you looked at it from 
an objective point of view, it did seem lame. The colors of the clothes I chose, while I 
tried to mix them up a little, all of them were dark, giving off a gloomy impression. 


“You can break it up by wearing a longer tank top under the shirt. Since the top is dark, 
the tank top should be a brighter color like white. This contrast will look more crisp. 
See?” 

“Ah, I can see that.” 

Under her guidance, I chose the combination of clothes that would look good on me. 
It was more expensive than usual, but I could still keep it within my budget, so there 


would be no problem in that regard. 


Summer knit, long tank top and loose pants. As for the footwear, I got a pair of sporty 
sandals at home, that should be sufficient. 


Umi gave me a passing grade for my choice. 


“We'll be choosing yours next, right?” 
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“Yeah, though I don’t think I’m going to buy a lot. I spent quite a bit on the swimsuits... 
Huh?” 


After paying for my clothes, we went to the women’s section. In the middle of our 
conversation, something in the direction of the accessories shelves caught her eye. 


“What’s wrong, Umi?” 
“Um, That tall guy with the cap over there... Isn’t that Seki?” 
“Nozomu? Oh, it is.” 


He was a little far from where we were, but the dude was a head taller than the other 
customers, so he stood out quite a bit. 


Was he looking for something? Well, let’s say hi, just in case. 
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CHAPTER 167 
BIRTHDAYS 


“Nozomu!” 
“Woah!” 


When I approached and called out to him, Nozomu was startled. His reaction 
reminded me of a small animal despite his large stature. 


“Y-You surprised me!” 
“My bad. It’s unusual to see you here. No practice today?” 


“The coach had something to take care of, so we finished early. Are you two on a date 
or something?” 


“Yeah, we're just shopping though. What are you doing here?” 
“Ah, well... I’m just, you know...” 


He immediately hid something behind him. I caught a glimpse of it, an accessory for 
girls. 


At that moment, Umi immediately moved behind him. 
“A necklace, huh? Is it for your sister?” 


“U-Uh, yeah... Her birthday’s coming up soon and she kept nagging me to give her a 
present, so I kinda did... Um...” 


“That so? She told me her birthday back at the Christmas party. Isn’t it too early for 
this?” 


“Ugh...” 
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So that was a lie. He was as bad as me when it came to lying. 
“Seki, just be honest with us~” 
“Fine... I was thinking of giving Amami-san this for her birthday...” 


Thought that would be the case. He showed us the accessory in his hand. A necklace 
with a small silver dolphin on it. 


“Is Amami-san’s birthday coming up soon, Umi?” 


“Hm? Ah, right, I never told you about it, huh? Her birthday is on Tanabata, the seventh 
of July. The ‘Yuu’ (4”) in her name came from Tanabata (4), that was what her mom 
told me.” 


“T see.” 


I guess I had to think of something to give her as a present too since her birthday was 
next month. I had been troubling her a lot, so this would be a good chance to repay her 
a little. 


I just had to prepare for Rocky (A Golden retriever, male, seven years old) jumping on 
me again when I visited her house. 


“But, Seki, aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? Yes, we’re going to celebrate her 
birthday, but who knows if she'll invite you or not.” 


“I-I know! I'll be busy with the tournament around that time too, but as her friend, I 
want to celebrate her birthday too!... Will it trouble her?” 


“If it was me, yes, I would be troubled, but... What do you think, Maki?” 

“Huh? I don’t know...” 

Honestly, receiving such a gift from someone who wasn't particularly close to you 
would be burdensome. I only gave Umi a pricey gift back on her birthday because she 


was my girlfriend. I had no intention of doing the same for Amami-san. 


The necklace he had wasn’t a particularly expensive gift, but it was something for her 
to wear. Receiving something like that would probably trouble her a little. 
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(T/N: Basically it'll put her into a dilemma on whether she would wear it or not. If she 
were to wear it, that could imply she is really close to him but if she were not to, that 
could imply that she dislikes him or something along that line.) 

I didn’t know what kind of impression Amami-san had about him anymore thanks to 
their conversation at the last study session. She definitely had a more favorable 
impression of him, but I didn’t think that it was a good time for him to do this. 

He should get another gift. Something that would fit their current relationship- 
“Leave it to me, I have a good one in mind for you.” 

I immediately found the answer for him. 


“Really, Maki?” 


“It’s not much, but it’s something that only you, a baseball team member, can do. It’s a 
bit lame, but...” 


“What do you mean?” 
“You're so slow! He meant that you should just win your match for her!” 


As Umi previously stated, Amami-san’s birthday was on Tanabata, the same day as the 
baseball team’s summer tournament. 


We promised that we would cheer for him, so if he said something like ‘I’m going to 
win this match for you’ during D-Day, that should count as a gift for her. 


“It would be embarrassing, but she should be happy with that. Of course you have to 
be more subtle about it or else she'll just be creeped out.” 


“I-I see... As expected of someone with a girlfriend.” 
“I agree with Maki. It will lift her mood if you do it right.” 


“I-I see. Then, what I need to do is concentrate on my pitching instead of worrying 
about what kind of gift I should give to her, that’s what you are saying right, Maki?” 


“Mhm. And who knows? If you show her your cool side, she might fall for you on the 
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spot.” 
She rejected him once and the chance of her falling for him at this point might be close 
to zero, but that might change. She was the one who started calling him ‘Nozomu-kun’, 


so there was still hope. 


“Alright, I should go home and practice then! Thanks, you two! If not for you guys, I 
would've messed up big time...” 


“Don’t mention it. Good luck, Nozomu.” 
“Thank you!” 
He left the shop hurriedly, his face looking refreshed. 


The guy had a simple personality, but I kind of envied him since he didn’t have a 
tendency to overthink like me. 


“Birthday present, huh?... Speaking of which, yours is coming up after Yuu’s, right?” 
“Yeah, August sixth.” 

Amami-san would turn seventeen this year and so would I a month after she did. 

The three-day long holiday, Amami-san’s birthday, after that summer vacation would 
start and my birthday would come. Compared to the state I was in last year, I was 
considerably busy this year. 

“What do you want to do on your birthday?” 


“Um... I don’t know...” 


Should I celebrate it like Umi did? If I were to do it in her house, her family could come 
too and it seemed to be fun to do it that way. 


I hadn't celebrated my birthday ever since my parents got divorced, so it would be nice 
to throw a party like that, but... 


“Honestly, I’d rather celebrate it with you alone, Umi.’ 
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I tightened my grip around her hand a little. 


It wasn’t like I hated partying with everyone, but I’d rather spend my time with her on 
that day. 


The day would only come once a year. If I could spend the whole day flirting with my 
lovely girlfriend, it would be perfect for me. 


If we threw a party, I could still be together with her, but there would be other people 
there too, and we couldn't do anything we wanted under their watchful eyes. 


“I see. Hehe...” 

“W-What?” 

“You really are hopeless without me, huh? What a spoiled boy, you are~” 
“Ugh, take a look in the mirror.” 

“Hehe. I guess that’s true, but...” 

Saying that, she clung to my arm again. 


Honestly, it was too hot when she clung to me in this weather. I didn’t mind though, 
since she was my lovely girlfriend. 


I kept falling deeper for her. 

“Maki.” 

“Yes?” 

“Look forward to my birthday present, okay?’ 
“Mm.” 


My birthday was still more than two months away, but you'd bet lll be looking forward 
to it. 
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CHAPTER 168 
HIDING FROM EVERYONE 


Days passed after our shopping trip, and the day of the trip finally arrived. 


Since there were no holidays in June, the days passed by at a snail’s pace. Though the 
fact that I was anticipating the trip probably had an effect on my perception of time. 


Today was Saturday. We planned to leave early in the morning so we wouldn't arrive 
too late at our destination. 


It was currently 6 am. After making breakfast and leaving a note for my mom, who was 
still asleep because she got back really late last night, I went to Umi’s house. 


I would be having my breakfast at Umi’s place. After that, we would be leaving at 7:30 
am in Sora-san’s car. Our destination would be Daichi-san’s mother, Asanagi Mizore’s 


house. Of course, Sora-san had notified her that I would be coming too. 


The drive would take about three hours by highway. We planned to stop by a rest area 
along the way, so we should arrive at noon. 


Suppressing my excitement, I quickened my footsteps. 


When IJ arrived at Umi’s doorstep, I saw a huge bag by the side. It seemed like everyone 
was ready to go. 


“Good morning, Maki. Did you sleep well last night? You didn’t stay up late, right?” 


“Mhm. It took me a while to fall asleep, but I managed to get seven hours... By the way, 
you re going to wear that straw hat?” 


“Of course. This really sets the mood, and besides, it’s getting really hot lately... So, 
how do I look?” 


“It looks good on you. You look cute.” 
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“Hehe. Thank you. You too, Maki, you look cool today.” 
We had actually tried these clothes on when we shopped the other day and she gave 
me the same compliment as back then. Nevertheless, I still felt happy that she 
complimented me. I’m a sucker for this girl, seriously. 


“By the way, where’s Sora-san and Riku-san?” 


“Mom is still preparing breakfast and brother is... Still sleeping, I think. Well, I'll wake 
him up later.” 


“I shoulda known... Anyway, I want to greet Sora-san first.” 

“Sure, but first...” 

Just as I was about to go inside, Umi grabbed my wrist. 

“What’s up, Umi?” 

“There’s something I want to show you... Follow me.” 

“Sure?” 

She pulled me into the garage where the car was located. 

“Alright, no one can see us here. Maki, get over here and squat down please.” 
“Like this?” 

“Mhm. Thank you.’ 


After that, she squatted down just like I did and unhesitatingly brought her face closer 
to mine and stole my lips. 


That surprised me, but I was used to her antics by now, so I didn’t pull away like I used 
to. 
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While hiding behind the car, we thoroughly explored each other’s lips for a while. Who 
knows how many times we had done this since we started dating, but my heart still 
skipped a beat whenever we did it. 

Hers was too, I could feel her heartbeat since our bodies were close. 

“Haah... Maki...” 

“Yes?” 

“For the next three days, We're going to have a lot of fun, okay?” 


“Yeah...” 


That was it, our switches were turned on. After that brief exchange, we brought our 
bodies closer. Just as we were about to continue... 


“What the hell are you guys doing so early in the morning?” 

ugy 

A disgusted voice could be heard out of nowhere and brought us back to reality. 
“B-Brother...” 

“Um... H-Hello, Riku-san...” 

“Yo, Maki. I’m going to start the car now, move over, you two.” 

“O-okay...” 


We had no choice but to obey, so after a brief look at each other, we bailed out of the 
garage. I snuck a peek at the car we were going to use before going out though. 


It was a black SUV. Normally, Daichi-san would be using it, but since we would be going 
on a trip today, we would be using it instead. Meanwhile, Daichi-san was using Sora- 
san’s car. 


“You're up already, Brother? You don’t need your cute little sister to wake you up 
anymore?” 


traitorAIZEN 62 |236 


“Don't need it. I’ve been waking up around this time for a while now. You just never 
knew about it because you left for school early.” 


He normally slept in the morning and woke up in the evening, so this was a major 
improvement. 


He cut his hair and his complexion looked way better than when we first met. 


It had been a month since I'd seen him and it looked like he put in a lot of effort into 
self-care. 


“Alright... Mom’s already waiting, you two, hurry up and eat your breakfast. Stop doing 
dumb things in the corner and go.” 


Cert R-right.”” 


Normally, Riku-san looked unreliable, but this time, he had this brotherly aura around 
him. 
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CHAPTER 169 
SEEING THE SCENERY WITH YOU 


After that, we ate our breakfast and got an upset stomach because we ate too much. 
Our departure was delayed for a bit because of it, but we managed to set off without 
trouble. 


Sora-san Sat in the driver seat while Riku-san rode shotgun. Meanwhile Umi and I sat 
in the back seat. 


“You're driving, Sora-san? Thank you for your care, please take care of me today.” 


“Hehe, don’t mind it. Also, it’s okay if you two are going to flirt in the back, but make 
sure to wear your Seatbelts properly, okay? Especially you, Umi.” 


“I-I know! Stop treating me like a kid!” 
Umi and I naturally held each other’s hands. Honestly, I wanted to do more than this, 
but I was afraid that we would distract Sora-san. I didn’t want us to get into an accident 


because of my foolishness. 


“Are you sure that you don’t want me to drive, Mom? It’s your first time driving to 
grandma's place, right?” 


“I remember the way, no problem. If I get tired, you can take over.’ 


“Alright then, but keep in mind that we aren't the only ones in the car. Drive safely, 
okay, mom?” 


“I know, I know.” 


After saying that, Riku-san sat in the passenger seat. He looked unusually worried 
though. 


“Maki, here.” 
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“Hm? What is this? Medicine?” 


“Yeah, it’s for motion sickness, we'll be inside the car for a long time after all. By the 
way, do you normally get carsick?” 


“Yeah, but I should be fine if we occasionally rest along the way.” 

“Alright. If you feel uncomfortable, speak up, okay? I brought some vomit bags.” 

This girl also acted a little bit peculiar. 

It had been a while since I rode a car, but I went on school trips before, so it wasn’t 
that big of a deal. It would probably be bad for me if we were to go on an absurdly long 
trip, though. On this occasion, I had this medicine and Umi was with me as well, so it 
shouldn't be too bad. 

. Still, her attitude concerned me. 

“Uh, Umi?” 

“Yes?” 


“Is Sora-san... You Know... A rash driver?” 


“Normally not, like back when we brought you to the hospital, she drives the car like 
a normal person... But on highways... Let’s say that the speedometer number keeps 


going up.” 

“And the car will get more and more shaky as it goes up?” 
“More or less.” 

“I see...” 

Now I understood why Riku-san and Umi acted like that. 


“Has everyone fastened their seatbelts yet? Done? Alright, let’s get going!” 


Uu »») 
ann 
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Despite her excitement, the mood between the other three people inside the car was 
gloomy. 


I hoped that we survived this ordeal somehow. 


I was slightly worried about how the trip would start out, but contrary to my 
expectation, Sora-san drove calmly so far. 


We passed through the familiar scenery of the city into the landscapes that were 
unfamiliar to me. 


From the highway, I could see a bunch of houses and a lot of factories lined up, a 
scenery that was probably familiar to the others around me, but to me it was like a 
whole new world opened up. 


“Hehe, you've been looking outside for a while now, Maki. What are you acting like a 
kid for?~” 


“I mean, I moved to this city not too long ago and ever since then, I rarely went outside. 
Seeing this new scenery feels refreshing.” 


All I’ve been doing was waking up in the morning, going to school and coming back 
home after school. 


At first, I didn’t even have the will to look at the scenery around me, but as I became 
friends and eventually lovers with Umi, I started to be able to enjoy the view around 
me. 


Everything was thanks to this girl sitting beside me. 


I probably sound like a broken record with how much I repeated my gratitude for her, 
but I'd say it over and over again to hammer this point home. 


Firmly, I grasped her hand again before turning away from her smiling face to the 
scenery outside the window. 


J) 


“Umi. 
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“What is it?” 

“We're still riding the car, but you know what? I’m having so much fun already... 
“Really? I’m glad to hear that, but...” 

She gripped my hand back before leaning closer to me. 

“Look at me too, okay? Don’t just stare outside like that...” 

“Don't worry, I know what I’m doing.” 

The purpose of this trip was to see various sceneries with Umi. I had to be careful not 
to spoil her mood, because if I did, that would defeat the purpose of this whole thing. 
But still, it was my first trip in years, so it was normal that I was unusually excited. 
That aside, seeing her acting jealous over something like this was cute. 

“Maki.” 

“Hm?” 

“How do I look today?” 


“You asked this question earlier.” 


“Look, I woke up at five to dress up, so I want you to praise me as much as possible~ 
Can you, Maki? Pretty please?~” 


“Are you kidding me?” 
Well, if that’s what she wanted, I'll praise her as much as I can. 


Sora-san giggled from the driver seat and Riku-san let out a heavy sigh, but I'll pretend 
that I didn’t hear them. 


“You look cute, Umi.” 


“Hehe, thank you, Maki. Here, here~” 
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“S-Stop poking my cheek!” 

“Hehe, can’t hear you~ Take this~” 

The seatbelt restricted my movement, which frustrated me because it was harder for 
me to dodge her. Well, on the bright side, we were able to play around like this, so it 
wasn’t all that bad. 

“Mom, aren't you going to stop them?” 

“Hehe, why would I? They aren't doing anything bad.” 

“Do I really have to watch over those two idiots? Ugh...” 

“If you don’t want to do it, just open the door and go home, Brother.” 

“The hell are you on about? I’m not going to knock on heaven's door anytime soon. Oi, 
that guy over there, make your girlfriend shut her mouth, will you? You can get a little 
rough with her, you have my permission.” 


“Haha, Nope. I'd rather not involve myself in a sibling’s quarrel.” 


The four of us were slowly approaching our destination in a lively (?) mood. 
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CHAPTER 170 
SOFT SERVE 


As expected, when I played around with Umi like this, time passed quickly. By the time 
I realized it, we had arrived at a service area we planned to rest at. According to our 
plans, we would be having a light meal here before continuing. 


“Mom, we're going to look around for a bit.” 


“Take care~ We're going to have our lunch at grandma’s house, so don’t eat too much, 
okay?” 


“Jeez, | know! Let’s go, Maki.” 

“Mm... Sora-san, Riku-san, I’m off.’ 

“Yes, please take care of my daughter.” 

“Keep a close eye on that idiot.” 

And so, we left the car and went to the toilet first before taking a look around the area. 
It was currently Saturday right before noon, the parking lot was filled with trucks and 
cars, many of which were likely people going on a weekend trip like we were. Because 
of that, the souvenir and snack stores were packed with people. 

“Umi. Hand.” 


“Mim.” 


After we got out of the restroom, we walked into the crowd while holding each other’s 
hands tightly so we wouldn't get separated. 


Normally, Umi was the one dragging me along, but I wanted to lead her around at times 
like this. This would also make it easier for me to protect her. 
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“Ah, Maki, that’s...” 
“Hm?” 


I looked in the direction Umi, who had somehow clung to my arm at some point, 
pointed and found a large soft-serve ice cream stand. 


Ice cream shops were common at places like this, but the large letters on the 
blackboard next to the stand drew our attention. 


[Special! 1m tall swirl of soft serve! 500 yen only! (Tax included) ] 

“O-One...” 

One meter. 

A hundred centimeters. Was it even safe to serve it that tall? Wait, was it even possible? 
Next to the blackboard was a picture of what appeared to be a 1m soft serve. 

.. It was gigantic. 

“Let's try it out, Maki!” 

“Can we even finish it?” 

The portions were an absolute bargain at 500 yen, but it was still too much for us to 
eat. The whole thing should be as much as the large ice cream tubs you could find in 
convenience stores. 


Besides, Sora-san told us to not eat too much. 


“Don’t worry about that, we can always ask mom and brother to help us finish it! 
Anyway, finishing it is not important, having fun is!” 


“Well... Fine, you win... Let’s do it...” 


Because it was the shop’s specialty, there were many customers that ordered it. 
Everyone was curious about it too, huh? 
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Well, this would make a nice memory at least. 

“Hehe, thank you, Maki! Hello, two of the 1m soft serves please!” 

“Just one.” 

“Ehh...” 

“Don’t give me that response!” 

I took out a 500 yen coin and waited for a few minutes. 

The waiter then brought the ice cream to us. It looked exactly the same as the picture 
and it didn’t fall over like I expected it to. The one who made it should be considerably 
skilled. 

I could feel the weight of the thing when I received it. 

“It feels like I’m holding a sword.” 


“Hahaha. It’s a shame that we gotta eat it quickly, it’s going to melt if we don’t.” 


I took a picture of it before sitting down in an empty seat and proceeded to eat the soft 
serve carefully. 


“Here’s the spoon, Umi.” 

“Thank you, but I want to taste the first bite directly with my mouth~ Nom.” 

She stood up, opened her mouth wide and took a bite from the tip of it. 

It wasn't the most polite way to eat it, but it was definitely the best way to enjoy it. 
“How was it, Umi?” 

“Mm! It tastes better than your usual soft serve! Come here, Maki! Take a bite!” 

I obeyed her and took a bite from the tip of the soft serve. 


“Him... Yeah, it tastes better than your regular vanilla ice cream. The milk tastes richer.” 
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“Right?” 

“Yeah, it’s good.” 

I thought that it would taste like any other vanilla ice cream because of the price, but 
the moment I tried it, the sweetness of the soft serve filled my mouth while my nose 
was indulged by the rich scent of milk. 

According to the description on the menu, surely enough, the ice cream was made with 
a well-known brand of milk that was available in this region. Beside the 500 yen price, 
there was a small ‘we’re actually in the red’ written in the corner. 

I guess they kept the price low to attract more customers, huh? 

“This is bad, Maki... I can’t stop eating this thing!” 
“I feel you... I really want to order another one...” 
“500 yen is too cheap for this.” 

“I know right?” 


We proceeded to eat more of the soft-serve. 


50cm, 30, 10... The thing was getting smaller and smaller until we eventually finished 
eating everything including the cone. 


“We ended up eating everything by ourselves...” 

“Do you still have space to eat lunch at grandma’s house, Maki?” 
“TI do my best...” 

“Me too...” 


When we were eating, we kept begging for more, but as expected, after consuming this 
much sugar, it was inevitable that we felt full. 


It would take another hour or two before we arrived at Mizore-san’s house. Could we 
digest everything by then? 
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In any case, I should apologize to Sora-san first. 
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CHAPTER 171 
0.01 


After a satisfying break and a firm scolding from Sora-san, we departed from the 
service area. 


As originally planned, Riku-san took the wheel for the second half of the drive. 
He said that it had been a while since he last drove a car, but his body seemed to 
remember how to handle the wheel since he used to drive every day back when he 


was still working. 


That meant we would be safe for the rest of our journey... No, I wasn’t implying that I 
was scared of Sora-san’s rough driving, not at all. 


“Thank you, Riku. I still can’t believe that you volunteered to come along, though.” 
“Well, it’s been a while since I went to grandma’s house. After we moved to our current 
house, I’ve only gone back a couple of times, I just thought it would be nice to visit her 
once in a while. Besides, there’s no way I would let you go alone, Mom. Right, Umi?” 
“What? Why are you dragging me into this?” 


“Hmm~ What do you mean by that, Riku? Umi, what is he talking about, I wonder?” 


Putting aside Sora-san’s scary glare, there was something that caught my attention in 
their conversation. 


“Um, Riku-san, you said you ‘moved to your current house’, were you living at Mizore- 
san’s house before this by any chance?” 


“Hm? Yeah. Our parents got married when they were young and naturally they had 
troubles financially. That’s why our family lived in grandma’s place for a while. We 
started living in our current house around the time when Umi was born.” 


As far as I knew, Daichi-san and Sora-san got married when the latter was pregnant, 
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that meant Riku-san lived there until he was around ten years old. 


If that was the case, the house should be filled with childhood memories, so it wasn’t 
strange for him to tag along. 


But, for some reason, he looked less enthusiastic than usual. 
“We're going to leave the highway soon. You two in the back, do you have something 
you want to buy? There’s no convenience store near grandma’s house, so if you need 


anything, we could stop by first.” 


“Ah, then, can we do that? When I look at Maki’s luggage, it seems like he forgot to 
bring his comb.” 


“Eh?” 


“I took a look at your luggage before we left the service area. You didn’t bring it, did 
you?” 


“Um... Yeah, it seems so...” 

Now that I thought about it, I didn’t remember putting it in. The inn we were going to 
stay at should have one, but there was a chance that they didn’t have it and even if they 
did, there was a chance that the thing would be uncomfortable to use, so I might as 
well buy a new one. 

“Got it, we'll stop at the next store we find. I wanna buy something too.” 

“Drink in moderation, okay?” 

“I know. I won't buy anything stronger than 9%.” 


“Tm talking about the quantity.” 


And so we decided to go shopping together. After getting off the highway, we parked 
our car in a nearby parking lot and went to a convenience store. 


Our destination was a little further ahead, but this place already had more trees than 
the city we lived in. 
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Beyond the convenience store building was a huge mountain surrounded by thick 
trees, an amazing view for sightseeing, but not really a convenient place for me to live 
in because I was too accustomed to modern life. 


“Well, if Riku’s going to buy some, I might as well do the same.” 
“You warned me not to do it and yet you're doing the same thing, mom?” 


“My? Are you volunteering to stay in your grandma’s place in my stead? I won't buy 
any if you do.” 


“Do whatever you like.” 


I guessed it from the time I heard them talking on the phone, but it seemed like Sora- 
san didn't get along well with her mother-in-law. 


Pretending to not see Sora-san shoving a considerable amount of 9% bottles into the 
basket, I went to Umi’s side to shop together with her. This counted as an extra 
expense, but I got enough money from mom, so it should be fine. 


“What should we buy, Maki? The inn should sell everything that we need, but I doubt 
that they would be cheap.” 


“Let’s buy juice and some other things like snacks. Even if we can't finish all of them 
during the trip, we can finish it when we get back.” 


“Mm, alrighty.” 


So we picked up some cola and snacks that caught our eyes. I had just eaten a huge 
soft serve not too long ago, but I was hungry again already. I was a gluttonous guy, yes, 
I know. 


“I wonder if this’ll last for three days? Also the comb...” 
With a full basket, I went to the cosmetic section. 


As I was browsing the display shelves for toothbrush sets and other items, a certain 
box caught my eye. 


[0.01] 
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That number was displayed on the package in large letters. 

“T-This is...” 

I knew that they sold this in convenience stores, but this was the first time that I had 
seen and picked it up. I was never interested in it before, but the box looked 
surprisingly vibrant. 


They distributed some in class before and I brought them with me for this trip. 


The possibility of us being able to do it was low since Riku-san would be with us, but 
it wasn’t completely zero. 


“Wait, what the hell am | thinking? Am I really thinking of going to someone’s home 
and doing it there?” 


Before evil thoughts started to occupy my mind, I put the box back. But because I was 
panicking, it fell on the floor. 


“What’s wrong, Maki?” 

“Ugh...” 

Of course Umi noticed the thing on the floor. 

She glanced at my face before turning her gaze toward the box I dropped. 
“Um, Umi-san... T-This is...” 

“Pervert.” 

Umi, with a hint of blush on her cheeks, turned her face away from me. 


I could say that I just picked it up by accident, but then again, it wasn’t a lie that I 
harbored those kinds of thoughts, so trying to make excuses for myself would be lame. 


After returning the box to its original place and placing the comb I was looking for into 
the basket, I went to Umi'’s side. 


“Jeez, seriously, you can't hold it in, huh, Maki?” 
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“My bad... I can’t help it, okay?” 

“You don't need to apologize, I’m not angry or anything, but... You won't buy it?” 
“Huh?” 

As we stood together on the line, Umi whispered that to me. 

Her face got redder by the second as her grip on my hand got tighter. 

..Great minds think alike, huh? 


“C-C’mon, w-we don't really need it, but y-you know? J-Just in case... P-Prepare an 
umbrella before the rain thing, y-you know?” 


“Ah, r-right... J-Just in case, right? M-Mhm. E-Even if we can't do it on this trip, we might 
get the chance later, r-right?” 


“Y-Yeah, r-right. A-Anyway, I’ll hold the basket for you, so, go!” 
“M-Mhm... I-I’ll get to it...” 


I quickly went back to grab a pack before slipping it among the pile of snacks in the 
basket. 


There were a few in my wallet, but having more wouldn't hurt, right? 
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CHAPTER 172 
ARRIVAL AND REUNION 


After buying everything that was necessary, not necessary and something that was 
useless but might be handy in an emergency, we continued on toward the mountain 
road leading to the family home of the Asanagis. 


It was currently noon, but the road was dim under the shade of the tall trees. They 
said that it’d get brighter after we passed the tunnel ahead of us, but I was confident 
that I would get lost if they left me alone here. Though, the signal was pretty strong 
here, so I could probably find a way out with my phone. 


While I was thinking that inside the car that was swaying gently, a question suddenly 
appeared in my mind. 


“By the way, Umi, what kind of person is Mizore-san?” 

“Grandma? I don’t really know... I barely visited her, so I don’t know much about her, 
but I’ve talked to her on the phone a few times and she sounds really nice. When I told 
her about you, she told me to introduce you to her.” 

“I see, that’s great.” 

Since I was a complete stranger, I was afraid that she wouldn’t welcome me even with 
Daichi-san and Sora-san as guarantors. Hearing Umi’s words made me feel a bit 


relieved. 


“Grandma? Kind?... You barely even see her, of course you'll think of her like that. 
Besides, she had been wanting a granddaughter for so long, so she’s especially soft on 


» 


you. 


“Right, Riku-san used to live with her, right? What kind of person is she from your 
perspective?” 


“A strict person. Well, she isn’t an unreasonable person, but...” 
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“T see.” 


I guessed that would be the case when I asked him that question. Well, as long as I was 
polite, there shouldn't be any problem. 


By the way, Sora-san has been showing an ice-cold smile ever since we started this 
conversation, but lIl pretend I didn’t see it. 


Suddenly, I imagined being married to Umi. In our case, our moms were good friends 
and I got along reasonably well with both Daichi-san and Sora-san, so I shouldn’t have 
much problems in that regard. 


“Don't worry, Maki-kun, that person loves to keep up a kind front, as long as you act 
like your usual self, it would be okay. Hehehe...” 


“T-I see.” 
Her tone was calm but there were hidden thorns in each of her words. 


Having to separate what you actually thought on the inside and what you showed to 
people on the outside, the world of adults was tough, huh? 


= JE 


“Umi. 
“Mm.” 


While resolving myself to get along well with Umi's family, I gripped her hand tightly. 


* K OX 


After that, with Riku-san’s careful driving (not to say that Sora-san was careless or 
anything), Umi and I managed to doze off together. After passing through the tunnel, 
we came out into a brighter place. 


Our destination was a small town in the mountain... Maybe a village would be more 
appropriate in this case. In any case, beyond the guardrail, terraced rice fields spread 
out as far as the eye could see. At the edge of those rice fields, there were various 
houses and big buildings. 


We would probably be staying in one of those big buildings. 
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I opened the window to take a clearer view of the scenery. Suddenly, a stale scent 
entered the car. 


“Umi, what is this smell?” 


“You noticed? There’s a hot spring here, though not as big as the famous ones. It’s at 
the inn we're going to stay at.” 


“Huh, that’s the first time I’ve heard of it.” 
“Just so you know, there’s no mixed baths, so we have to enter separate baths.” 
“I don’t care... Why are you telling me that anyway?” 


There was a part of me that felt disappointed, but then again, places like that would 
have other people and I would definitely feel nervous if I were to be thrown there. 


But, I couldn’t help but imagine Umi standing in an open-air bath with just a towel on. 
Couldn't blame me for that, I mean, I was a healthy high school boy. 


“Oi, you two, we’re almost there. Close the window.” 


From there, it only took a few minutes before we arrived at Mizore-san’s house. We 
left our luggage at the inn except for Sora-san’s since she would be taking it with her. 
After we finished unloading the luggage, we headed toward the front door. 


One could say that the house looked old-fashioned. It was a two-story house with a 
tiled roof. The building itself wasn’t that big, but the land, including the garden, was 
really wide. There was an unnatural patch of empty plot near the garden. I assumed 
that it was where Umi’s parents’ house was previously located. 


“The garden is neat, someone must have been taking care of it regularly... Huh, is that 
a natsumikan tree?” (T/N: It’s a citrus that grows in the Yamaguchi prefecture) 


“Yes. My, Maki-kun, you seem to know a lot about this kind of thing?” 


“Not really, it’s just, my grandparents’ garden also has one. In any case, did Mizore-san 
do this all by herself?” 


“I think so. Even though she’s already that old, she’s still doing this kind of thing. 
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Sometimes I wonder what exactly her body is made of...” 
“Definitely not an engine if that’s what you're thinking of.” 

ney bees 

A voice cut us off from behind along with a disappointed sigh. 


I turned around to see an old lady standing here, dressed in clothes suited for 
gardening. I assume this person was Asanagi Mizore. 


“Oh my, long time no see, Mother-in-law. You’ve been waiting for us outside?” 
“No, I was grabbing my tools that I left in the field... Long time no see, Riku, Umi.’ 
“Hehe, hello, grandma.” 

“Long time no see.’ 


“Make yourself at home, Umi-chan. You’ve grown into a beautiful girl, huh? Is this 
young man the boyfriend you talked to me about?” 


“Yes. Maki, come here, introduce yourself.” 
“Mm.” 
Umi patted me in the back and I took a step forward. 


“Um, I’m Maehara Maki. Thank you for giving me permission to come even though I’m 
a stranger...” 


I bowed my head and thanked her. 
Even if Daichi-san and Sora-san allowed me to come, if Mizore-san were to say no, I 
wouldn't be able to come here even if I wanted to. That was why I promised to myself, 


if there was anything that I could do to help her, I would. 


“Oh my, you're a young’un, but you have good manners. Riku, you should follow his 
example. Don't be shy to thank your grandmother properly like this.” 
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“I know, jeez... Just open the door quickly, the nagging isn’t making this luggage any 
lighter.” 


“What an impatient child... Well, the lunch I ordered will arrive soon, so you should 
relax until then. You too, Maki-kun.” 


“Ah, yes. I'll be in your care...” 

And so, while holding hands with Umi, I entered Mizore-san’s house. As soon as I 
stepped inside, I could smell the nostalgic scent of wood, tatami mats and incense 
sticks. The atmosphere here was quite different from my grandparents’ house. 

After placing Sora-san’s luggage in an empty room on the second floor, we went to the 
room with an altar inside. The room was around ten tatami mats in size. In the altar, 
there was a man’s portrait. It was most likely Mizore-san’s husband, in other words, 
Umi's grandfather. After receiving Mizore-san’s permission, together with Umi, I gave 
my prayers in front of the altar. 

“Where’s the food, grandma? I didn’t see anything in the kitchen or dining room.” 


“I ordered some sushi, that girl should deliver it soon...’ 


Just as she said that, a van slowly entered the premises and someone brought us a tub 
of sushi and a few other things. 


“Ah, speak of the devil... Now, where’s my money?” 

“Hello~ Granny, I’m here to deliver your order!” 

“Ah, yes, yes. I’m getting the money, so just leave it in the usual place.” 

“Yes~” 

That should be the delivery guy, except it was a young woman who came. From the 
interaction between her and Mizore-san, they seemed quite close. But, then again, this 
was the countryside, so it would be strange for them to not know each other. 


When I was thinking about that, someone squeezed the hem of my clothes. 


“Huh? What’s wrong, Riku-san?” 
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“Ah, sorry. Please don’t say anything and let me hide behind you. I have a bad feeling 
about this...” 


“Huh?” 


I glanced at Umi, maybe she would know something, but she looked as confused as I 
did. 


He was fine just a few seconds ago, what happened to him? 
“Hello, it’s ‘Shimizu’~ I'll leave everything on the table.” 

“My, thank you very much... Huh, that face... Are you perhaps?” 
“E-Eh? C-Could it be?” 


The moment the young woman entered the room and made eye contact with Sora-san, 
they seemed to notice something about each other. 


“Auntie Sora?!” 

“Shizuku-chan?!” 

Almost at the same time, they called each other’s names. They seemed to know each 
other, but this Shizuku-san seemed to be in her mid-twenties, far younger than Sora- 


san. 


Well, since Sora-san lived here for quite a while, she probably used to interact with the 
neighborhood children, but still... 


“Huh?” 
Then I realized something. 


Sora-san and Shizuku-san knew each other, but because of the age gap, there was no 
way that they were friends. 


So, that meant... 


Shizuku-san was a friend of Sora-san’s son. 
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“Ah! Ah! If you're here, then... Could it be... That person over there...’ 
Then Shizuku-san pointed at Riku-san, who was still hiding behind me. 
He sighed in response. 

“Rikkun?” 

“Long time no see, Shi-chan.” 


Looks like my guess was correct. 
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CHAPTER 173 
ASANAGI RIKU AND SHIMIZU SHIZUKU 


The young woman’s name was Shimizu Shizuku-san. 


She worked at the Shimizu Inn, where we were going to stay for the trip. Her parents 
ran the inn and she was their only daughter. 


As one could see from the way they called each other ‘Rikkun’ and ‘Shi-chan’, they had 
known each other since they were young. In other words, they were childhood friends. 


“Jeez, I didn’t expect Rikkun to come home~ Why didn’t you tell me, Granny? If I knew 
that Rikkun is coming, I would have put on a little more makeup~” 


“Grandma, you didn’t tell me that Shi-cha- Shizuku is here?” 

“Shizuku? What's wrong, Rikkun? Why won't you call me Shi-chan again?” 

“Uh, let’s talk about that later... Anyway, why didn’t you tell me anything, Grandma?” 
“Yeah, yeah, why didn’t you tell me anything, Granny?” 


“The two of you are as noisy as always, jeez. I just forgot to tell you. I’m not so young 
anymore, you know?” 


When the two of them pressed her for answers. Mizore-san immediately gave them 
one and admitted to her mistake. 


The table was filled with sushi, appetizers and various other dishes made by Shimizu. 
Shizuku-san was on the clock, but Mizore-san invited her anyway since she hadn't had 
her lunch yet. 


“Ah, by the way, Rikkun, why didn’t you attend the reunion last time? I was looking 
forward to seeing you since it’s been a while. I sent you a postcard, didn’t I?” 


“Really? I don’t think I received them-” 
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“What do you mean, Brother? Didn’t you get it a while ago? Pretty sure I’ve seen a 
postcard inside your room before. Wait, is that why you've been fidgety lately?” 


While gobbling up the sea urchin and salmon roe gunkan maki that Shizuku-san’s dad 
made, Umi asked that question. 


Honestly I had noticed Riku-san’s strange behavior for a while now. But, since I wasn’t 
particularly close to him, I just kept it to myself without asking anyone about it. 


“You blabbermouth idiot...” 


“Sure sure, call me whatever you want. But, why did you lie to her, Brother? Isn’t she 
your childhood friend?” 


“Ugh... Yeah, but...” 
From his reaction, it seemed like he was reluctant to meet Shizuku-san. 
Could I assume that this was part of the reason why he decided to look for a job? 


“Hm~ This is the first time we've met, but aren’t you a straightforward one, Umi-chan? 
Nice to meet you, Rikkun has always been taking care of me since we were little.” 


“Ah, nice to meet you too. I should be the one who’s thanking you for having to deal 
with my brother’s antics... C'mon, Brother, say something!” 


“Ugh... Maki, why don’t you stuff something in her mouth so this idiot would stop 
talking.” 


“Haha... Umi, I understand how you feel, but you should finish your food first.” 
“Fine~ Feed me that fatty tuna, Maki.” 
“Roger.” 


As she requested, I immediately fed her some food from the plate. For the time being, 
we decided to observe the pair of childhood friends. 


“Hehe, are those two lovers? They look so close. That said, we used to feed each other 
back in the day, right? Do you want to do it for old time’s sake?” 
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“That was twenty years ago... I won't do something that embarrassing at this age...” 
“Haha, right... We’re almost in our thirties, huh?” 

“Yes, and I hate the fact that I’m going to be that old soon.” 

“Right?” 


The two of them conversed fairly well in the beginning, but after a while, the air 
between them grew awkward. 


They were close when they were kids, but was this what would happen if you didn’t 
meet someone for a long time? 


“Um, Rikkun, if you feel uncomfortable, you don’t need to force yourself to talk much, 
okay?” 


“Okay.” 

“So, I heard from Granny that you worked with Daichi-san, so, um...’ 

“Ah, right, I quit already... In winter, two years ago...” 

With an embarrassed look on his face, Riku-san managed to squeeze out a reply. 


Winter two years ago, around the time when I moved into my current house with 
mom. 


So, during that year, my parents got divorced, Umi changed schools and Riku-san quit 
his job. 


Me aside, it seemed like the Asanagis got into a time of turmoil. I guess the reason why 
they could still live peacefully now was because of how amazing Daichi-san and Sora- 
san were as parents. 


“I-I see! S-Sorry, I asked something strange, huh?” 


“No, it’s okay. I was going to tell you eventually anyway... What about you? How are 
things going for you? You used to complain about how you'd hate to take over the 
family’s business, so why do you seem comfortable working at Shimizu now?” 
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“Ah, Um... I mean, when you become unemployed for too long, things like this just 
happen, y’know~” 


“Huh? Are you, maybe?” 

“H-Haha... A-Actually I quit my job a while ago too, that’s why I moved back...” 
“I-I see... Sorry, that was insensitive of me...’ 

“M-Mm, it’s okay, at least we’re even now!” 

Their conversation completely stopped there. 


Both of them were probably trying to avoid landmines that they might trigger, but 
sadly neither of them managed to bring up a topic to continue. 


Umi complained about how watching them made her feel frustrated and honestly, I 
agreed with her. 


“Shi-chan, isn’t your break almost over? The landlady will scold you again if you 
dawdle.” 


“O-Oh, an hour passed already? It’s been a while, so I lost track of time. T-Then, I have 
to go now...” 


“Oi, Shi-chan, the money!” 
“E-Eh?! S-Sorry, Granny! What was I thinking, seriously?” 
Mizore-san noticed her predicaments and gave her a lifeline. 


After this, Riku-san, Umi and I would be going to Shimizu. Would she recover by the 
time we got there? 


Umi and I didn’t know what happened between those two, so it wasn't like there was 
anything we could do to help them. 


» 
! 


“T-Then, see you later, Rikkun 
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“Y-Yeah, see ya...’ 

And so, the reunion of two childhood friends ended on an awkward note. 

After hearing the sound of Shizuku-san’s van slowly fading out, Riku-san let out a sigh. 
“Are you okay, Riku-san?” 


“This was more nerve-wracking than the last time I went to Hello Work... Well, at least 
I managed to see her again after a long time.” 


“She’s such a beauty, isn’t she? I heard she got married already.” 
uyy» 

Riku-san gave out a strong reaction to the word ‘married’. 

I guess he had feelings for her after all, huh? 

“Tve never heard of that, are you serious, Grandma?” 


“What’s with that look?... Well, I don’t really know about it myself, but that girl moved 
from the countryside to the city once, so she’s bound to find a man or two, right?” 


“I guess yeah, but...” 


Shizuku-san was quite a looker, though I didn’t really take the time to take a look at 
her properly. 


It seemed like Riku-san was imagining what happened to her during the time she was 
in the city and what exactly happened to make her quit her job and return to her 
hometown. He seemed to be a little heartbroken when he thought about it. 

“Maki, this person is a virgin even though he is this old already.” 

“N-Nol!... I-I mean, there’s a step you have to take before that, you know?” 


“Riku-san, stop. Take a deep breath.” 


I could understand his feelings, I was sure that Riku-san didn’t end up like this because 
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he wanted to. 


Apparently adults and children had something in common. They wanted to look good 
in front of everyone and they would do anything to hide their embarrassing side. 
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CHAPTER 174 
JUST THE TWO OF US (1) 


I felt bad about Riku-san’s awkward parting with Shizuku-san, but it was about time 
for us to check in at Shimizu Inn, so we had to leave soon. 


“See you later, Grandma.” 
“See you, Riku. You’re an adult now, so take a good care of Umi-chan, you hear me?” 
“Thanks for the lunch today, Grandma. It was tasty!” 


“Ah, glad to hear that, Umi-chan. Come back whenever you want to, okay? You too, 
Maehara-kun, you're always welcome here.” 


“Thank you.” 


Even though we’d eaten the 1m soft-serve, Shimizu’s food was so tasty that Umi and I 
managed to devour not only the sushi and appetizers, but also the watermelon that 
Mizore-san prepared for us as dessert. 


Tomorrow’s memorial service would be the gathering of the Asanagis, so I wouldn't 
be able to attend, but I would drop by here again the day after to thank Mizore-san for 
her hospitality. 


After saying goodbye to Sora-san who would stay at Mizore-san’s place, the three of 
us went to Shimizu. We drove back through the mountain path we came on. 


As we got closer to where Shimizu was located, the pungent odor of sulfur became 
stronger. 


“Tm going to park the car, so you guys should go ahead and wait for me inside. Don’t 
wander around until I get there, okay?” 


“I know! Stop treating me like a kid!” 
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“You ARE a kid, young lady. I'll leave her to you, Maki.” 
“Yes.” 
After Riku-san dropped us at the entrance, we entered the building first. 


The exterior of the building looked quite old, but when we got inside, everything was 
pretty much brand new. They probably renovated the place recently. The door was 
automatic and the entire lobby was well lit. As I took a step inside, the smell of wood 
combined with the unique scent of the hot spring greeted me. 


» 
! 


“Welcome! We’ve been waiting for you 
Then, Shizuku-san, who was standing near the counter, ran up to us. 


“Hello, you two! I was thinking of this when I saw you two before, but you two get 


» 
! 


along really well, huh? ~ You two look so passionate and it’s enviable 
“R-Really? You haven't seen anything yet, though... Ei~” 

Umi immediately held me even closer as she wrapped her arms around mine. It was 
the first time she’d shown off how lovey-dovey we were in front of a stranger. Well, 


Shizuku-san was Riku-san’s childhood friend, but this was our first time meeting her. 


I took a glance at Shizuku-san while dealing with Umi’s antics. Shizuku-san’s smiling 
face froze after seeing us. 


“Ah, youth~ Anyway, your room is ready! I’ll show you around when Rikkun arrives. 
Also, since you two are precious guests of our inn... Welcome to our inn, Asanagi- 
sama.” 


After saying that, she slowly lowered her head. Currently, she was wearing a kimono, 
the proper attire for a ryokan attendant. Unlike the previously cheerful atmosphere, 
she had a Serene aura now. 


Her workload was quite something, huh? Not only did she have to handle the food 
delivery, but she had to serve guests staying at the inn as well. 


The three of us chatted for a bit and Riku-san arrived shortly after. 
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“Yo. You listened to me properly this ti- Huh?” 


“Welcome to our inn, Asanagi-sama. Thank you for visiting us today... Just kidding~ 
Hehe, did I surprise you?” 


“I-I thought it was someone else for a moment... It was you, huh, Shizuku?” 


“Of course! I’m already an adult, so I can do things like this too, you know? So, how do 
I look?” 


“Uh, you look normal?” 
“You never change, huh, Rikkun?” 
Riku-san looked away as Shizuku-san smiled kindly at him. 


It had been a long time since they'd seen each other and there was still an awkward 
air between them, but both of them seemed to be content with the situation. 


Especially Riku-san. 
“Maki, don’t you think those two have something going on between them?” 
“Kinda, yeah.” 


I knew that they were childhood friends, but there was probably something more 
there, or they wouldn't be creating such a warm and fuzzy atmosphere. 


Honestly, I wouldn't be surprised if they told us that they were dating. Though, I didn’t 
know for sure if Shizuku-san was currently single or not. 


The atmosphere between them was calm. Both of them were trying to be considerate 
toward each other. 


Especially Shizuku-san. 


“Well, I'd really love to let you meet the proprietress, but she’s a little busy right now, 
so that has to wait until dinner. Speaking of which, when will you have your dinner?” 


“Around 8pm would be fine for me, what about you guys?” 
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“Anytime is fine.” 

“Same.” 

“Got it. 8pm then, Shizuku.” 

“Alright~ I’ll let my father know.” 

After finishing all the check-in procedures, we went to our room. 

Shizuku-san led us through the sliding door to a spacious room. This room was 
originally supposed to be for four people, but since the inn didn’t have many guests 
and the Asanagis were regulars here, they let us stay here on a discount. 

“Maki, look! The scenery outside looks so beautiful!” 

“T-This...” 

Umi beckoned me to look out of the window and I did. 

There was a small waterfall that cascaded down like white threads. If I looked a little 
further, I could see the mountain path we took to get here. The breeze that came 
through the window felt pleasant to the touch. 

This room was probably one of the best rooms they had. I left my accommodation 
expenses to Sora-san, but I doubt it was enough to pay for this room... Well, let’s not 


think about that for now. 


“Hehe, please enjoy your stay. I’ll be at the front desk, so just call me with the phone 
there if you need anything.” 


After a brief explanation about stuff like meal times and bath hours, Shizuku-san left 
the room and we could finally settle down. 


It was a little after 4pm, so it would be fine if we were to stay inside, but that would be 
a waste of time. 


“J 


“Umi. 


“Hm? What’s up? Are you asking me out on a date?” 
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“Well, yeah... Do you want to walk around with me? There seems to be a trail nearby.’ 


There was a simple map on the small table in front of us that showed the way to the 
spring in this area. 


If we were to walk slowly, we could go there and back in about an hour, just enough 
time to soak ourselves in the hot spring afterwards. 


“Im going to take a nap, so go on without me. That way I wouldn’t be annoyed 
looking at you guys.” 


“You sure you won't bring Shizuku-san into the room instead? She’s still on the clock, 
so don't do anything stupid, okay?~” 


“As if! Hurry up, I'll tell the front desk that you'll be out! Also, Maki, keep this idiot on 
a tight leash so she won't get lost in the mountain.” 


“Haha... I'll keep that in mind. Let’s go, Umi.” 
“Mim.” 


We walked out for our date while holding hands. Our distance was closer than usual 
this time. 


The relationship between Riku-san and Shizuku-san made me feel concerned, but I 
was here to spend more time with Umi, not to pry about those two. 


This was a rare occasion, so I would definitely spend as much time as I could together 
with my lovely girlfriend. 
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CHAPTER 175 
JUST THE TWO OF US (2) 


We left the inn and headed toward the parking lot behind the building. There were 
other routes leading toward the hot spring, but this was the only route that was 
properly maintained, so we decided to follow this one. 


There was no one besides us here, though we figured that out when we arrived. Aside 
from the sounds of birds and insects, we could only hear the faint sound of the 


waterfall. 


The whole place was serene, a perfect atmosphere for two people to enjoy a leisurely 
stroll. 


“Wait, Maki, we should spray some insect repellent first.” 


“Ah, right, thanks for reminding me. It’s that time of the year, huh? The mosquitoes will 
be annoying. I forgot to bring mine though.” 


“Yet, you brought those with you everywhere.” 
“You just had to bring that up, huh?” 


Just in case, I brought along the box I had bought at the convenience store. Though, I 
wasn't expecting to do it outside for our first time, that would be too wild. 


Well, let’s not think about that. Umi sprayed some insect repellent on my skin. Since I 
wore a long sleeved shirt and shorts, she only needed to spray it on my neck and legs. 
I figured that there would be a lot of insects in the mountain and on top of that, the 
evenings could get quite chilly, that was why I dressed this way. 


“Alright, I’m done. My turn, Maki, do me.” 
“Mm.” 


It was my turn to spray her. 
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Currently, she was wearing a polka dot one piece and it looked cute on her. Like me, 
she wore a layer of clothing on top, but her bottom wear was shorter than mine, so | 
had to spray a larger amount of the repellent on her white legs. 

“Can you do my neck too? Just in case.” 


“Mm? Sure.” 


The moment she turned around and brushed her hair up, her white nape entered my 
sight alongside with the soft fragrance of the shampoo she always used. 


This wasn’t my first time seeing her nape as she always tied her hair up during PE., 
but that situation was vastly different than now. There was a difference between napes 
that were in plain view and hidden behind the hair. At least to me, there was. 

The sight made me gulp a little. Just a little. 

No good. What the hell was I thinking in a place like this? 

“What’s wrong, Maki?” 

“N-nothing, don’t mind me... A-Anyway, are you ready?” 

“Yeah, go ahead.” 

I shook off the perverted thoughts of mine and lightly sprayed her neck. 

Calm down, my mind... Calm down... 

But sadly, Umi managed to understand what was going on in my mind. 

“Alright, done.” 

“Thank you, Maki. You pervert.” 


“W-What? Why so suddenly-?” 


“What do you mean, what? It’s obvious what’s going on in your mind. Jeez, what are 
you going to do to me in this quiet place?~ I’m scared~” 
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“You're the one who’s scaring me by acting like that.” 


“Then, do you want to go back?” 


) 


“No, it’s not like I mind you doing something like this. 
“Something like what?~” 

“C-Clinging to me like this, c'mon!” 

“Hehe, it’s good that you're honest. Let’s go.” 

“Mm.” 

After messing around for a while, we finally started walking again. 


The path was steep here and there, but it wasn’t exactly the hardest path to tread on, 
mostly because it was well maintained. 


Our walk was enjoyable, with us intertwining our fingers while enjoying the scenery 
around us. 


(rs 


Watch out for wild animals’... There’s a tanuki and a deer pictured on the sign, I guess 
they live on this mountain?” 


“Mm. I only came here a couple of times, but I used to see them walking around here 
and there. Though I heard that they’re hardly seen nowadays.” 


“I see, that’s good then.” 


However, there was still a possibility that we would stumble upon them, so we should 
still keep our guard up. I looked up how to deal with wild animals on my phone as I 
walked. 


As we climbed up the steps, the smell of sulfur got stronger. Eventually, a ‘hot spring 
in 200m’ sign came into view. The sign meant that we were about halfway to our 
destination. 


Since it was a perfect place to rest, we did just that and took out the tea that we bought 
from the convenience store... 
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“I thought the walk would be easy, but this is more tiring than I thought. Can you still 
keep going, Maki?” 


“Of course. Just think of it as a decent workout.” 


In the past, I probably would have collapsed at this point, but since I started doing a 
little exercise everyday, I could manage this much at least. 


Well, it was thanks to Umi's daily nagging that I managed to do that. Though, nowadays 
I felt as much enjoyment from working out as I did playing games. 


“You seem to gain more muscles lately... Can I touch your stomach a little, Maki?” 
“Sure.” 


“Hmm~ Yeah, your abs are starting to show now... Meanwhile my stomach just gets 
puffier...” 


“Really? It doesn’t seem to change much though...” 
“It does! Try to touch it if you don’t believe me.” 


She suddenly offered me her stomach. I courteously moved my hand and touched it, 
though not directly, since her clothes were still there. 


I guess you could call this puffy? It wasn’t that noticeable though. Also, it felt really 
soft and comfortable to touch... Well, I guess this was a sensitive topic for women in 
general, so I shouldn't say anything unnecessary here. 

“Ngh... Maki, t-that place is a little...” 


“A-Ah... S-Sorry!” 


I was so absorbed in touching her stomach that I didn’t realize that my hand was 
moving to a dangerous place. Umi’s body stiffened as I did that. 


If things were to continue, it would spell trouble, so I pulled my hand away. 


“Ah, Maki...” 
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“What is it?” 

“N-Nothing, i-it’s just...” 

She suddenly whispered something to me as she blushed furiously. 
“Why are you stopping?” 

“Ugh...” 


At that moment, my heart pounded much faster than usual. 
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CHAPTER 176 
JUST THE TWO OF US (3) 


‘Why are you stopping?’ 


Was she implying that she wanted me to touch her more? I thought she would hate 
that, but I guess I guess not, huh? 


Honestly, I believed that we both wanted this. 

Of course I wasn't only talking about touching each other’s bellies. 
“Umm... Can I?” 

Can I really? At my question, Umi just nodded her head. 


“U-Um... I-If you insist, I-I won’t mind? I-I mean, we're the only ones here and wouldn't 
it be bad if you had to hold it in all day long?” 


“I-I guess...” 


Honestly, I’ve been wanting to do something a little dirty with Umi. Our morning kiss 
earlier today just made that desire burn even hotter. 


I had been holding back because there wasn’t a good place for it, but now we were 
alone and she gave me the okay, so it was hard for me to keep my desires in check. 


Besides, if I were to back down now, it would be rude to her. She resolved herself to 
do this, so I had to respond to her properly. 


Now it was my turn to take the lead from her. 


“Umi. 


“Yes?” 
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“I want to keep going... May I?” 


“Hehe, what a hopeless guy. Well, for my beloved boyfriend, sure, go ahead. I'll leave 
everything to you, okay?” 


“I won't hold back... Are you okay with that?” 

“Do I really need to answer that?” 

After that, she showed me a Seductive smile as she opened her arms wide. 

“Come closer.” 

“Mm.” 

I responded in kind as I hugged and enjoyed the sensation of her body thoroughly. 


Her body looked slender, but it was soft to the touch. Her belly, back and thighs felt 
smooth like silk. 


“Hehe, Maki, I know that I said you're free to touch me wherever you like, but you 
really are going all out, huh?~” 


“Tm just in the mood right now... I want to kiss you so badly, can I?” 


“Of course. Hehe, you're always asking for my permission. You know, sometimes it gets 
annoying when you do that, but at the same time that’s what’s so cute about you.” 


I pulled my body away slightly before pushing my lips against her pouting lips. 


Not long ago, we got to the point where we would kiss each other as a greeting and 
recently we managed to take a step further than that. Our kisses were tame compared 
to the ones they showed in movies or dramas, but at least they were better than when 
we first started dating. 


“Umi, may I?” 


I asked Umi as I stroked her sides. This was me trying to be gentle, but I guess that 
excuse seemed unconvincing seeing how my hands were trembling from my 
nervousness. 
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This wasn’t our first time doing something like this, but the past cases were 
incomparable to this. Back then, we were just messing around like usual, but this time, 
we were about to take a step further. 


Umi nodded slightly. I could hear her ragged breathing and saw the red on her face 
down to her nape. 


When I saw this, my nervousness eased up. She felt the same as I did, huh? 

“Alright, here I go.” 

Slowly, I brought my right hand up to her chest. Her chest wasn’t unfamiliar to me. 
This wasn’t the first time I let my hand run wild, but even then I couldn't help but 


appreciate how big and soft they were. 


“Hehe, what a bad boy~ What will mom and brother say if they see you doing 
something like this to me out in the open, hm?~” 


“Who knows... Maybe they'll kill me and turn me into fertilizer for the garden in your 
house.” 


“Well, we just have to keep this a secret, then~” 

“Mhm. A secret for the two of us.” 

Just the two of us. Secret. 

Those words made this situation feel even sweeter, yet also more immoral. 


What we were doing was normal for lovers, but I couldn't help but think that we were 
doing something bad. 


“Maki, don’t you think it’s getting hotter out here?” 
“Mhm. I feel a bit light-headed.” 
“Do you want to rest for a while?” 


“No, I'll be fine. Let’s stay like this for a while longer.’ 
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“Hehe, alright.” 
It was supposed to be cold, but both Umi and | felt unnaturally hot. 


I already forgot about our original objective of exploring the surroundings, because I 
couldn’t think of anything else but Umi. 


More. I wanted to kiss her more. I wanted to touch her more. 

..No good. If this keeps up... 

At this rate, we would really cross that line here. I knew I went on about how it would 
be too much for us to have our first time outdoors, but I already stopped caring about 


that sentiment at this point. 


Luckily, I brought some countermeasures with me for this exact situation. No, wait, we 
really should find a better place first... Like in the inn’s room? But Riku-san was there... 


“Its fine, Maki.” 

“Huh?” 

“Y-You know... I-I’m fine, just do it...” 

Once again, my heart jumped when she whispered that in my ear. 

What did she mean by that? Am I really still asking such a dumb question at this stage? 


In any case, she gave me the okay, so there was only one thing left for me to do. 


I took off the shirt that I was wearing and placed it on a nearby bench before letting 
Umi lay down on it. 


As I moved my hand toward Umi's dress while trying to calm my heart down- 


Rustle rustle! 
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Uu wy 
?! 


We suddenly heard something moving from behind the grass and that made us jump 
to our feet. 


That brought us back to reality. 
“Maki, just now...” 
“Hide behind me, Umi.” 


My excitement gradually started to die down. I hid Umi behind my back as I stared at 
the direction of the sound. 


The ‘watch out for wild animals’ sign came to my mind, could it be? 
Rustle rustle! 

“M-Maki, it’s getting closer!” 
“Hold on to me, Umi.” 


“Y-Yes!” 


I kept my eyes locked toward the direction where the voice came from. My priority 
was to protect Umi at all costs. Gradually, the sound got closer and closer, and then... 


“Tm scared! It’s so dark here! Big brother, big sister, where am I?” 
“Oh my.” 
“A kid?” 


A little boy, probably about three years old appeared in front of us. 
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CHAPTER 177 
THE LOST CHILD’S IDENTITY 


I felt relieved that Umi and I weren't in any kind of danger, but something equally 
troublesome showed up. 


This kid appeared suddenly from the area outside the walking trail, so he must have 
gotten lost while playing in the mountains alone. 


His face was a mess with tears and snot all over it and his clothes were stained with 
both dirt and sand. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to have any visible injuries. 


“Umi, let’s hear him out first, okay?” 
“Okay.” 


Since we couldn't continue what we were doing in this situation, we quickly fixed each 
other’s clothes before going over to the boy, who was currently sitting on the ground. 


“Who are you guys?” 


“This big brother and I are staying at an inn nearby, what about you? Can you tell us 
your name?” 


“Reiji... Okamoto Reiji...” 


According to Shizuku-san, we were the only ones staying at her place today, which 
meant that this boy was a local. 


“Reiji-kun, is it? Alright, come here, you're safe now.’ 
“Mm.” 
“You stopped crying? Good boy, good boy.” 


After Umi wiped Reiji-kun’s face with a handkerchief, she gave him a tight hug. That 
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was Sufficient to make him stop crying. 


As expected of Umi, she knew how to handle a child. I still wasn’t sure how to handle 
him, she completely surpassed me in this regard. 


“So, Reiji-kun, where are your parents? Are they not with you?” 
“Mm. Mama told me not to go out, so she isn’t here.” 
“But, you went out and played anyway?” 


u“ » 
ann 


He seemed to be aware that he had done something wrong. Reiji-kun nodded his head 
to Umi’s question. 


Children his age tended to let their curiosity dictate their actions. They didn’t have the 
capability to judge whether their actions were wrong or not, so they would 
occasionally disappear whenever you took your eye off them for a second. I’ve heard 
many stories of children his age going missing, so he was lucky to stumble upon us 
when we were outside. 


...Well, we were outside for a reason, but let’s forget about that for now. 


“I guess we'll have to continue our adventure tomorrow, Umi. Let’s go back to the inn 
first. Can you contact Riku-san?” 


“Tve been trying to call him, but he isn’t answering at all. That stupid brother of mine 
is definitely sleeping right now...” 


“Well, let’s get back first and let Shizuku-san handle the rest.” 
“Alright. Reiji-kun, can you walk?” 


He shook his head weakly at that question. This whole affair had probably drained his 
strength. He tried to stand up, but his legs looked shaky. 


“TI carry him then. Umi, can you carry my bag? We’ll use another route this time since 
the route we took before was a little steep.” 
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“Okay, but if you feel tired, make sure to tell me, okay?” 
“Got it. Alright, Reiji-kun, come here.” 
“Mm.” 


I carried Reiji-kun as I let his arms dangle over my neck. He didn’t seem to mind this 
position, so I just rolled with it. 


There was still time until the sun set, but the path was dimmer than when we first got 
here. We likely wouldn't find any wild deer or boar at this hour, but we still need to be 
careful with our footing since Reiji-kun was with us. 

After we walked over the slope, we went downhill to go back to the inn. This was a 
roundabout way, but according to the map, this was a recommended route to traverse 
on when you had a child with you. 

“Maki... Huh, is he sleeping?” 


“Yeah, he must’ve been exhausted.” 


Since all his tension had been released, his fatigue took over. Currently he was 
peacefully sleeping on my chest. 


This child was heavier than I thought though. My arms felt sore already, but I tried not 
to make any sudden movements that would wake him. 


“Papa... Mama...” 

“Hehe, you hear that? Does that mean you're the papa and I’m the mama, Maki?” 
“Maybe. But aren’t we too young to be called that?” 

Well, I guess someday when we get children of our own, they would start calling us 
that. If everything went well, we would graduate from high school and college in a few 
years, perhaps, we would be able to reenact this scene with our own children. 


I knew that future was still far off, but we'll get there, eventually. 


“You know what, Umi?” 
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“Hm? What’s up?” 
“Uh... Actually, never mind, I forgot what I was about to say.” 


“Eh? You can't just call out to me like that and not say anything. C’mon, say it clearly, 
or else I won't be able to sleep tonight.” 


“Isn't that normal for you?” 


“The occasion is different! This time, lll be ridden with anxiety over my boyfriend 
leaving me hanging. Lucky you to have a girlfriend like me who wouldn't forget any of 
your words, huh? Take this~” 


“Stop that, you'll wake Reiji-kun up.” 


“So you care about him more than me, huh?~ I won't forgive you! Well, I will if you give 
me a tight hug~” 


“My hands are full right-” 

“I won't take no for an answer~” 

“Jeez” 

In the end, I managed to get back to the parking lot under Umi’s relentless attacks 
while carrying Reiji-kun in my arms. This was the first time in my life that I had carried 
a child in my arms and I was at a loss because I didn’t know how to handle him. I 
managed to do it though, thanks to Umi’s help and Reiji-kun himself being a docile 
child. 


“Alright, now let’s get to the front desk and... Huh?” 


As we entered the parking lot, we spotted Shizuku-san right around the corner. I 
thought that she was probably cleaning or something, but the look in her face said 
otherwise. 


She didn’t bring anything with her either, so it was clear that she wasn’t cleaning up 
the place. 


“Reiji! Where are you, Reiji?” 
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“Oi~ Reiji-kun!” 

Those shouts explained a lot of things. 

“Is that my brother? So he’s been with Shizuku-san all this time instead of sleeping?” 
“I guess. Anyway, the Reiji they are looking for is probably...’ 

Reiji-kun who was sleeping in my arms. 


We established that he wasn’t a guest of the inn. But from the looks of it, he and 
Shizuku-san were... Well, let’s report the situation to her first. 


“Shizuku-san!” 


“Maki-kun and Umi-chan?” 


“Uh, we found this kid, he was lost in the mountains, so we brought him here... Could 
it be?” 


“Reiji!” 

Reiji-kun, who had been asleep, opened her eyes in response to Shizuku-san’s voice. 
“Nn?” 

“Reiji!” 

“Mama? It’s mama!” 


After seeing Shizuku-san, he regained a bit of his energy, so I put him down and let 
him run to Shizuku-san, who opened her arms with a relieved look on her face. 


“You know, what, Maki? I thought of this possibility before, but I didn’t tell you 
because I didn’t think I would be on the money.’ 


“Honestly, I thought the same... Well, I guess our lines of thought are quite accurate 
this time.” 


The lost child we picked up was Shizuku-san’s son. 
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CHAPTER 178 
A DIVORCE 


Apparently, Reiji-kun’s real name was Shimizu Reiji. He was four years old and 
currently living alone with his mom, Shizuku-san in a room for employees at Shimizu 
Inn. 


He told us that he was Okamoto Reiji when he first met us, because Okamoto was his 
dad’s surname. In the winter two years ago, Shizuku-san had a divorce and decided to 
return to her parent’s home. Naturally, she brought Reiji-kun along with her. In any 
case, the child was simply too young to understand the whole ordeal about his name 
change. 


“Tm really sorry about this, Umi-chan, Maki-kun. I told him to stay in his room, he’s 
usually very obedient, but...” 


While waiting for dinner, Shizuku-san was apologizing to us about this matter. 


Earlier, Reiji-kun, who was currently sleeping in his room, told us how he got lost. Long 
story short, the cause was our Car. 


When Shizuku-san was busy with her work, Reiji-kun happened to see our car from 
the window in his room. Out of curiosity, he left his room and immediately headed 
toward the parking lot. 


“He thought his dad was picking him up because the car looks similar to his car... Well, 
I understand how he feels, he hasn’t seen his dad for a long time, of course he would 
act like that...” 


«a 


. Yes... That child loves his father a lot... That man was especially soft on him, after 
alls 


I wouldn't dare to ask her about the cause of her divorce, but something big must have 
happened between them. 


Besides, I went through the same thing with my parents. It was hard for me to listen 
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to this kind of talk since I would get unnecessarily emotional. 


“Then when he got there, he realized that it wasn’t his dad’s car. After that, he was 
distracted by a tanuki and ended up chasing after it up the mountains...” 


A typical lost child case. To be fair, he was four. It was normal for something like this 
to happen. Of course I didn’t mean to generalize all the four year olds, I was just saying 
that something like this would happen from time to time. Children at that age would 
disregard their parents’ instructions when they got distracted by something they 
found interesting. 


In fact, I used to act that way when I was that age... Well, let’s not talk about that. 


“In any case, Umi-chan, Maki-kun, thank you very much for finding Reiji for me. I want 
to give something to the two of you to show my gratitude, is that okay with you?” 


And so we decided to have our dinner earlier than planned and she added more 
dessert to our portion as a thank you. 


Honestly, I was going to refuse her offer at first, but I felt like Shizuku-san would feel 
uncomfortable if I did, so I decided to ask her for more desserts. 


“Also... Thank you, Rikkun... You went out of your way to look for him with me even 
though you're exhausted...” 


“Ah, don’t mind it... I mean, if the situation is like that, of course I would help you out... 
I was surprised that you had a child though.” 


“Tm sorry... I was going to tell you, but I just couldn't bring myself to do it...” 

“Does the old woman know about this?” 

“Mhm, she knew about everything. She had been supporting me ever since I came back 
here. She was also the one who took care of Reiji whenever I was unable to... Ah, the 
reason why she didn’t tell you about this is because I told her not to, so don’t blame 
her, please...” 


“I see. So that’s how itis...” 


Well, even if she didn’t tell Mizore-san, I doubt that she would bring it up since I, a total 
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stranger, was there too. 
In any case, Riku-san was probably shocked by this turn of events. 


Finding out that his childhood friend was already married, divorced and gave birth to 
a child that was already four years old? That was a lot to take. 


He had stopped moving his chopsticks for a while now, even though he was so eager 
to eat his dinner. 


“Shizuku-san, can I have more rice? The food is so tasty, I can’t hold myself back.” 


“My, is that so? Thank you, please eat to your heart’s content, okay? What about you, 
Umi-chan?” 


“Since Maki is doing that, then I won't hold myself back either. Weight gain be damned, 
I'll leave that problem to the future Umi.” 


“Hehe, that’s a classic high school girl problem right there, huh?” 

“I know right? I was concerned about this, but do you know what Maki said when he 
touched my belly back at the mountain? He said that it felt soft and pleasant to the 
touch. Also-” 

“The mountain? What the hell were you two doing up there?” 

“Ah.” 

Umi realized that she slipped up and downright self-destructed. 

“Hehe, Umi-chan?” 

ED GSA 

“That conversation didn’t happen, okay?” 


“Sorry.” 


Umi’s face turned red as she hung her head in shame. When it happened, we didn’t 
think much of it, but now that our mind was clear, I guess we went a little overboard 
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with our flirting. 


..Now my face felt unnaturally hot. Should I get some ice cream to cool down? 
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CHAPTER 179 
THE DEVILS WHISPERS 


After that, we managed to enjoy the rest of our dinner without bringing up Umi’s slip 
up again. 


The food was particularly tasty because Shizuku-san and her dad stocked up on fresh 
ingredients daily. They gathered everything from the village. 


Then they served us some after-dinner tea for us to enjoy in our rooms. When we were 
relaxing in our room, Shizuku-san came to prepare our beds. 


“Everyone should take your baths now while I prepare for your beds. How many futons 
do you need?” 


“Huh? There are three of us here, of course we'll only need-” 

Suddenly Umi cut Riku-san off. 

“We'll only need two.” 

“Huh? What are you on about? C'mon, it’s been a long day for me, I want to sleep in-” 
“By two I meant one for you and one for us.” 

“Huh?” 

Us. 

In other words, she wanted to sleep with me. 


I see. So that’s why Shizuku-san asked us this question. I took a glance at her to see 
her smiling at us mischievously. 


“You little... I know that this isn’t my business, but don’t you think you're going a little 
bit too far?” 
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“What about it? It’s just us sharing the same futon, what’s so bad about it? Why are 
you so against it? What, are you jealous?” 


“Ugh, you little brat...” 

Well, we did this before in the Asanagi’s house, so it shouldn't be a problem if we were 
to do it again. But, by the look of it, Riku-san was probably thinking about the other 
meaning of this action. 

“Shizuku-san, just give us three futons, please.” 

“Maki? Why are you on his side?” 

“Look here, if we share the same futon, it will be annoyingly cramped there. Besides, 
you'll come closer to me even if there are three futons, right? It’s better to lay down 
three of them to keep it spacious.” 

We could definitely make it work even if we were to share a futon, but there was a 
chance that one of us might get pushed out of the futon and end up sleeping on the 
tatami mat. This wasn’t a big problem, but it would be bad if we ended up catching a 


cold because of it. 


“Umi-chan, what Maki-kun is trying to say is that a double bed is better than a single 
bed.” 


“Ah, I see~ Why didn't you just say it directly, hm? ~ Are you feeling shy?” 
“Listen to my words properly, would you?” 


Those two were totally in sync, weren’t they? Well, whatever, since that statement 
convinced her, I should just keep my mouth shut. 


“Then, let’s take our bath now, Maki. We wouldn't want to get in Shizuku-san’s way 
would we? Let’s take our time while we're at it~” 


“Mm. What about you, Riku-san?” 
“TIl take a dip after you guys are done. It’s more relaxing for me that way.’ 


“So you want to be alone with me after all, Rikkun?” 
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“What are you on about?!... Jeez, I’m your customer, you know? Treat me like a 
customer properly...” 


“Hehe, will do~” 

Even after the whole situation with Reiji-kun, there wasn’t an awkward air between 
the two of them. Have they already talked it out? Well, they both were adults, what 
was a kid like me doing, worrying about them? 

“Ah, right, Umi-chan, Maki-kun, do you have time?” 


“Yasg?”” 


When we were about to go to the open-air bath on the first floor, Shizuku-san called 
us Over. 


We turned around, thinking that she probably forgot to tell us about something 
important. Then, she came closer and whispered to us. 


“The men and women’s baths are usually separated by a large fence, but when I was 


cleaning the place earlier, I forgot to lock the door of that fence. Normally, only 
employees can pass through it... Well, you understand what I’m trying to say, right?” 


We looked at each other before nodding quietly. 

‘If you want to take a bath together, then go ahead’ That was what she meant. 

“Ah, but don’t get overboard, okay? You two are the only ones who'll be using the place, 
but it’s still a public place. I'll turn a blind eye toward it, okay? Just think of this as a 
thank you because Reiji disturbed your date.” 

“..-shizuku-san, has someone ever told you that you're a nosy person?” 

“They've been saying that since I was little~ C'mon, get going already~” 


Then she pushed us away. 


‘Shizuku, what did you guys talk about?’ 
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‘Hehe, I just told them not to be naughty and enter the baths separately. Right, didn’t we 
use to take a bath together-’ 


“Idiot— Stop that! They'll hear you!’ 


I could hear an interesting conversation from inside the room. Well, we should just 
follow Shizuku-san’s instructions and get going quickly. 


“L-Let’s go, Umi.’ 
“Y-Yes!” 


Thanks to the devil’s whispers, my heart that had calmed down, started beating faster 
again. 
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CHAPTER 180 
UMI AND BATH (1) 


We took the stairs to the first floor where the open air bath was located. According to 
the leaflet, they also had a regular bath, but since we didn't have to worry about other 
guests, we decided to go to the open-air bath, which was located near the entrance at 
the other end of the building. 


“Tm going this way, Maki.” 

“M-Mm... T-Then, I'll be going this way...” 

We went to our respective changing rooms. 

I placed my stuff in one of the baskets, before taking off my clothes and putting them 
in the bag I had brought. After bathing, Umi and I would be spending the rest of the 
day in the yukata the inn provided. 

“Phew.” 


The rustling sound of me undressing echoed inside the empty room. 


This wasn’t my first time taking a bath with Umi, but it wasn’t something that we did 
often, that was why I felt a little nervous. 


Last time we took a bath together was before we became second-years. Back then, we 
were drenched by a sudden downpour on our way to my house. I told Umi to take a 
bath first, but she said that we should do it together instead, lest I caught a cold, so we 
did. 


“We were both so nervous back then, we ended up bathing with our backs turned 
toward each other...’ 


However, the memory of her white backside, covered by a thin towel was still clearly 
engraved in my mind. 
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I couldn't believe that I was so ready to take a bath together with her this time, though. 
Then again, it would be rude to Shizuku-san if I didn’t take this chance since she went 
this far to create an opportunity for us. Besides, we were lovers and this would be a 
good experience for us, I guess. 


After making various excuses, I wrapped a small towel around my waist and opened 
the door to the open-air bath. 


“Woah...” 


The bathhouse looked even more beautiful than I imagined. Since it was nighttime, the 
whole place was faintly illuminated by indirect lighting. The lighting occasionally 
reflected off the surface of the hot spring water. 


The hot-spring water itself had a cloudy white color. They said that soaking in it could 
help you ease your stiff shoulders, sensitivity to cold, rheumatism and so on... Well, I 
guess those benefits weren't of much use to me for now... 


Before going inside the water, I took a light shower to rinse off my sweat. Now that I 
think about it, back when we did that on the mountains, did I reek of sweat? I took a 
sniff of my own body and it was a little smelly. 


Umi’s scent was mixed in there too... 


As I was rinsing my body and washing my hair, I heard the sound of the door opening 
from the other side of the fence. Umi entered the other side of the bath. 


I continued what I was doing, but I couldn’t get her out of my head. 


Then I heard the sound of splashing water from the other side. She was probably 
rinsing off as well. 


We should be using the same equipment, but why were the noises we were making so 
different? As expected, the way the water bounced off our body mattered, huh? (T/N: 
Kinda hard to TL this part, but basically, he’s just subtly thinking about the curves in her 
body.) 


“I-I think I should go in now...” 


Since I had finished rinsing my body, I decided to soak in the hot spring. 
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I wanted to go to Umi’s side as soon as possible, but I had to prepare myself first. 
“Phew... it’s SO warm...” 


I soaked my body from the shoulders down in the hot spring as I let out a content sigh. 
The water felt thick, yet it was pleasant to the touch. 


Even though I had just entered the water, I could feel the warmth permeating through 
my insides. 


I wasn't particularly fond of bathing, but with water like this, I could stay here forever 
if it was possible. Of course, that wasn't possible, I’d get sick if I were to do that. 


Alright, I calmed down alittle, time to go to— 

“Maki~ Have you soaked yourself yet?” 

“Mhm. What about you?” 

“Me too. So, what are we going to do next?” 

“Uh... I'll go over there.” 

“Huh? You're going to enter the women’s bath? Pervert.” 


“Eh, rather than entering the women’s bath, I just want to be with you right now... 
What, do you want to come over instead?” 


“No~ It’s fine, just come over.’ 
“Kay.” 

At times like this, I should be the one to take the initiative. No, I wasn’t making excuses 
so I could visit the women’s bath. I mean, I doubt that it would look different from the 
men’s anyway. 


“Uh... Excuse me.” 


“Come in~” 
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After receiving Umi’s permission, I placed my hand on the door in the fence. As 
Shizuku-san said, the door opened easily. 


“Hehe, come closer, Maki.” 

“Ah... Mm.” 

Umi's shoulders were already submerged in the water and since the water was murky, 
I couldn't see anything below that. Since the towel was wrapped around her head, it 


was obvious that she wasn’t wearing anything below. 


I gotta be thankful that I couldn't see anything, because if I did, I would lose all reason. 
For now, I should be able to manage my composure. 


As long as I didn’t start touching her body, it should be fine, maybe... 

I wrapped the towel around my head before entering the water. 

“Maki, let’s hold hands.” 

“Mm.” 

We sat by side, shoulder to shoulder as we intertwined our fingers in the hot water. 


It was something that we did regularly, but since we were both naked, I felt unusually 
nervous. 


Not good. If we didn’t get out early, I felt like I would lose it. 
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CHAPTER 181 
UMI AND BATH (2) 


a ow 
ann 


a ow 
ann 


While recovering from the fatigue in the hot spring, Umi and I looked up at the night 
sky in silence for a while. 


The sky was clear all day, so we were currently seeing a star-filled sky. 
“Maki.” 

“Mm?” 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” 

“Mm? I didn’t catch it, what did you say?” 

“I said, it’s beautiful, isn’t it?” 


“I don’t normally look at the sky, so I don’t really know... But I guess it’s beautiful, 
yeah.” 


“Yeah, I’m the same as you, but...” 

“But?” 

“Jeez!” 

“Wait, sorry, I was messing with you, stop pinching my side, it hurts!” 

Honestly, I was only looking at the sky because I didn’t want to be too conscious of 


Umi. 
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Her body was shielded by the water, but we were sitting shoulder to shoulder, while 
holding each other’s hands, it was hard for me to keep my desires in check. 


I wanted to see all of her so badly. 

But I had to endure. If that were to happen, I would definitely lose my mind. 

“Um... Yeah, the sky is beautiful, but you are beautiful too, Umi.” 

“Hehe, then tell me what part of me you find beautiful.” 

“Everything.” 

“Give me a specific answer! Is it my neck? My arms? Legs? Or probably, chest?” 

“By everything, I meant everything.” 

“Just name one, c’mon~ If you keep acting like this, lll get closer to you~” 

“Ugh, don’t push your luck, you’re not doing so hot yourself...” 

Of course I would prefer it if she were to come closer, but like I had been saying, if that 
were to happen, any remaining sense I had would crumble. The devil kept whispering 
to me that as long as Shizuku-san didn’t find out, everything would be okay and I was 
tempted to let all hell loose, but I decided to keep persevering. 

I should just say whatever she wanted to hear out loud. 

“You're beautiful, well arousing is a better way to put it, I think. There isn’t a single 
blemish on your skin, it’s smooth like silk. Your neck is long and tempting to see. Your 
arms are soft and I want to caress them all the time if I can. Your armpits are also 


beautiful... Uh, I don’t have an armpit fetish, but it still takes my attention.” 


“Hehe, I noticed that. You’ve been staring all day long, haven’t you? Back on the 
mountain road you even took a sniff of it, right?” 


“H-Haha... Sorry about that...” 


“It’s fine, I don’t mind. I mean, there’s a reason why I gave them special care... Alright, 
continue.” 
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“C'mon, go easy on me.” 
“No way~” 
She giggled, clearly in a good mood. 


I knew that it was weird for me to say all of that out loud in front of her, but she wasn't 
any less weird for being all excited about it. 


But, this was what made me love her. 

“What can I say next, huh?... You got a nice pair of t*ts, I guess...” 
“You love them after all, huh, Maki?” 

“I wouldn't be a man if I didn’t.” 


Since last December, when she comforted me over my parents’ problems, she had been 
letting me touch them. 


She only let me do it whenever she was in the mood for it, but everytime she did, it 
always made me feel happy. 


Even her best friend, Amami-san, recognized how powerful Umi-pai (Nakamura Mio 
of class 11 started to call them that) was and it was definitely my favorite part of her 


body. 


I didn’t have any notable fetish, but honestly I wouldn't have an excuse if someone 
were to call me a b**b enthusiast at this point. 


“In any case, I love every part of your body. Your butt, your thighs, your slender legs... 
Is that enough?” 


“Y-Yeah that’s enough... Gosh, now I feel embarrassed after hearing all that!” 
“You asked for it.” 
“Whatever! It’s my turn now.” 


“Your turn for what?” 


traitorAIZEN 126 | 236 


“For telling you my favorite part of your body.” 
After she said this, she snuggled to my arms. 


Her smooth skin and soft breasts were destructive. I immediately lost all reason when 
I felt them on my skin. 


No good, we couldn't continue like this... But for some reason, I didn’t run away. My 
gaze that had been directed at the night sky, was now focused on the girl in my arms. 


Maybe it was caused by the hot spring, but her skin was slightly flushed. 

“I like everything about you too. Your hair is pleasant to the touch. Your eyes are 
beautiful and they always seem to draw me in whenever I try to look at them, though 
you have this habit of breaking eye-contact sometimes, which is a bummer. I like your 
lips too, they tend to get dry easily, you should put on some lip balm more often.” 
“Uh, was that last part supposed to be a compliment?” 

“It’s not, but I’m trying to tell you what I like about your body, not complimenting you.” 
She touched my lips with her finger before she continued. 

“I like the hair that grows out from the mole on your right shoulder. I like your abs, 
they used to be plump, but after all that working out, the excess fat was all gone... 
Should I continue to the lower parts of your body?” 

“Uh... I’m fine not hearing that part.” 

“Hehe, then I'll leave that part out. Oh right, I forgot to mention your naughty little 
tongue that always managed to surprise me whenever we kissed. I like that you’re 
getting better at kissing, though at the same time, you're getting cockier, I still like that 
part of yours though.” 

“A-Ah... T-Thank you?” 


Perhaps this was the first time I heard her telling me what she ‘likes’. 


I often expressed my feelings and gratitude toward her and sometimes it made me 
wonder if they were too much for her to accept, but it seemed like it was pointless to 
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even worry about it. 

She loved me more than I expected. 
“Maki, can I ask you a favor?” 
“What is it?” 


“From now on, please keep your eyes on me. Don’t make me feel insecure by looking 
at other girls. I want you to be my Maki forever...” 


“Mm... l'Il do my best for you. Though, it isn’t like there are girls other than you who 
would look at me that way.” 


“I beg to differ. You’re more popular than you'd think, you know? I mean, you got along 
well with Nakamura-san, Shichino-san and the others, right?” 


“The usual four, huh?” 


Rather than being fond of me, those four treated me like I was some kind of rare 
animal, so I never thought much of it. But, I guess it was different from Umi’s 
perspective, huh? 


“Alright, got it. I doubt that there’ll be anyone that will look at me that way, but if there 
is one, I’ll definitely tell you about it.” 


“Really? Promise?” 

“Yes, I promise.” 

In front of others, she would wear the mask of an honor student and was quite strict 
about everything, but in front of me, she turned into a child. Sometimes, she acted 
spoiled, other times naughty, meddlesome and worrisome. On top of that, she was 
quick to get jealous as well. 

Even so, that was the cutest part of her. 


“Uh, Umi. 


“Yes?” 
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“Uh, you know... I really want to do it so badly right now...” 

Our warm bodies were still in close contact with each other. 

If Umi gave me the okay, I would most likely attack her at this very moment. 

The devil had been whispering in my ears to let loose and do it. 

“But, I have to hold back, right?” 

“Mm.” 

Too bad, this wasn’t the time yet. This was an open-air bath. Currently, there was no 
one here, but it was still a public place. If we really wanted to do it, we should do it 


inside a room at least. 


Somehow, the angel managed to beat back the devil that was whispering to me and 
we moved away from each other slightly. 


Honestly, I really wanted to feel her more and I wanted her to do the same to me, but 
everything had to wait until next time. 


After that, we just enjoyed the bath until we felt warmed up. We managed to listen to 
Shizuku-san and didn’t end up doing anything other than bathing. 


Still, we had a whole night ahead of us, another opportunity might come up. 
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CHAPTER 182 
CHILDREN AND ADULTS 


I left the changing room ahead of Umi and waited for her to finish changing. 


Thanks to my perseverance, I managed to restrain myself, but I still felt hot for some 
reason. Was it because of the hot water? 


“I don’t think I'll be able to sleep well tonight...” 
If this was my home, I could do various things to calm myself down, or maybe if I could 
be alone with Umi in our room, we could just continue with our plan, but Riku-san 


would be with us, so that wasn’t an option. 


“Yo, did you wait long, Maki? I’m kinda thirsty, is there any juice in that vending 
machine?” 


“There is.” 

We had some juice from the fridge in our room, but there were a lot of uncommon 
drinks at this vending machine. The price was a bit more expensive than usual, but it 
was worth it. 

“Maki.” 

“Hm?” 

“Rock, paper...” 

“Scissors!” 


I went with rock and Umi went with paper. 


I lost the game and I had to buy her some juice. I mean, I didn’t mind, but taking me by 
surprise like that was unfair. 
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Should I propose a best of three?... Nah, I wasn't that petty. I took out a 500-yen coin 
from my wallet. 


“Which one do you want?” 
“Him... This fruit milk looks good, I'll take that. What about you, Maki?” 


“The coffee milk, I guess. I don’t know why, but all the drinks here caught my eye, 
especially the milk ones... Is it because of the bottle?” 


“I feel you.” 


We each bought a bottle and sat down on the sofa together and sipped our drinks 
slowly. 


The cold drink washed down my throat and entered my body that had been feeling 
hot since I got out of the bath. 


“Can I take a sip of that, Maki?” 

“Sure, can I take yours too?” 

“Go ahead.” 

“Thanks.” 

We exchanged our bottles and took a sip. 


The banana flavor inside the drink was pretty strong, but the orange and apple flavor 
complemented it very well and made the drink taste unbelievably good. 


“Somehow we started doing this kind of thing naturally, huh?” 


“Right? It’s as if those times when I was shy about an indirect kiss was a lie. Then again, 
we kissed each other often, so it’s only natural that we stopped being shy over this.” 


It had been half a year since we started dating and we had grown comfortable with 
each other. 


Back when we first met, we used to hang out only on Fridays, but before I knew it, we 


traitorAIZEN 131 | 236 


started going to school together and visited each other’s houses more often. Now, we 
managed to get along well with each other’s families. 


From an outsider’s perspective, it was probably hard to believe that we got this far in 
a mere six months. 


Considering my situation last year, it felt like everything was a miracle. 
“Maki, what do you think will happen if we stay together like this for a long time?” 
“I wonder... M-Maybe we'll start a family together?” 


It was a long way off before that could happen, but I hoped that we would eventually 
reach that future. 


Rather, I had to reach it, or else, I doubt that I could get another chance like this with 
another girl. 


“My first boy friend became my first lover and finally became my husband? It’s such a 
perfect sounding story to the point that it sounds like a joke...” 


“Do you hate a story like that, Umi?” 

“No, I love it. Even though I’m like this, I’m a pure maiden at heart, you know.” 
“Sure, whatever you say.” 

“Hehe... That’s why, no matter what happens, I'll never let you go, okay?~” 

As I took a quick sip of my drink, she pulled her body closer to mine. 


The effect of the cold drink that managed to calm me down was completely nullified 
because of her actions. 


Seriously, we were such a hopeless couple. 
“Maki.” 


“What is it?” 
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“Nothing~” 
“Jeez.” 


“Hehe... I’m your girlfriend, right? Isn’t it normal for a girlfriend to randomly call her 
boyfriend’s name like that?” 


Like I said, if this was my house, we would continue our flirting like usual and 
gradually lose track of time. But this wasn’t my house. 


Two footsteps were approaching us. 
“Oh my, are we interrupting you two?” 
“Shizuku-san, Riku-san...” 

YOS 


It had been an hour since we left our room and came here, so they probably had 
finished talking and decided to check on us. 


“Look, I don’t care what you two are up to, but quickly go back to our room. I won’t be 
able to take a bath if you loiter around like this.” 


“Don't worry, he’s just worried about you two, that’s why he is acting like this. It’s his 
idea to check up on you after all.” 


“You have loose lips, you know that?” 

“Hehe, I know~” 

Shizuku-san somehow managed to make me think that Riku-san was cute. 

His words and actions were harsh, but he was actually a caring and kind person by 
nature. Though the person himself didn’t seem to be aware of it. He was a good older 


brother. 


Since I was an only child, I didn’t have anyone to compare him to, but I would love to 
have him as a big brother. 
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“Well, I guess we've been out for too long, Umi, so lets go back and let Riku-san relax 
on his own.” 


(re 


Kay. Don’t worry, I can read the room. I know that the two childhood friends want to 
take a relaxing bath together, so | won't be in the way.” 


“Wha? What are you on about?!” 
We left Riku-san whose face was as red as a tomato and quickly returned to our room. 


The last thing we saw of him was him hanging awkwardly cocking his head while 
Shizuku-san giggled beside him. 


“They get along really well, huh?” 


“Of course, they are childhood friends after all. I hate to admit it because it’s him, but 
seeing them like that... I guess this is what an adult romance looks like, huh?” 


“When you think about it, we're still children, huh?” 

“Yeah. We're just flirting without a care in the world... But, you know what, Maki?” 
She squeezed my hand. 

“I think I prefer things the way they are.” 

“Me too.” 

Since I was lonely, I wanted her to pamper me and I wanted her to only look at me. 
Having thoughts like that was a privilege reserved for children like us. 


We didn’t need to rush our progression. Things like adult romance could wait until we 
were adults. 


Therefore, let’s enjoy our childish love for as long as possible. 


Such thoughts appeared in my head after seeing Riku-san and Shizuku-san’s lonely 
smiles. 
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CHAPTER 183 
MORNING’... 


After returning to our room, we chatted a little over snacks and juice that we 
previously bought before falling asleep in our respective futons. 


This was the third time I slept together with Umi. The first time being back when she 
slept over at my house and the second time was when I slept over at hers 


At first, I was worried whether I could fall asleep at all because the girl that I loved 
was right beside me, but it seemed like my fatigue managed to win over and both of 
us fell asleep as soon as we got into our futons. 


..Of course, since we were next to each other, we slept while holding hands. 


Honestly, I wanted us to sleep together in one futon. I didn’t want to push it while in 
front of Riku-san, so this was as far as we could go. 


And so, I managed to fall asleep while feeling the warmth of my girlfriend’s hands until 
morning finally came. 


“Nn.” 


The morning sun shining through the large window and the faint sound of the insects 
and birds woke me up from my sleep. We turned off the AC before we went to sleep 
since it wasn't too hot and I didn’t end up sweating the whole night. The morning felt 
really pleasant. 


Rustle. 


As I was thinking about laying down for a bit longer, I could hear a rustling sound 
behind me. 


I turned around and found Umi changing. 


The rustling came from Umi taking off her yukata. 
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“Ah, good morning, Maki. Did I wake you?” 
“No, I’d been awake for a little while... Wait, is it time?” 


“Mm. Well, I can stick around a little longer, but since grandma and mom probably 
already started preparing, it’s better that I leave earlier.” 


The Asanagis’ came here to help Mizore-san with her family’s memorial service. Sora- 
san would be helping to prepare the food that would be served to Mizore-san’s 
relatives. Last night, Umi told me that she and Riku-san were tasked to clean and 
organize the room they would be using for the gathering. 


“Right, where did Riku-san go?” 


“I kicked him out of the room because I was going to change my clothes. He probably 
went to the parking lot.” 


“If that’s the case, why didn’t you kick me out?” 


“You were in a deep sleep, I didn’t want to wake you up. Besides, I don’t mind you 
watching. I mean, you watched me change just now, didn’t you?” 


“Uh... I’m sorry?” 


I only watched for a moment, but the sight of her white back and light blue underwear 
was planted firmly in my mind. 


..It was a perfect way to wake me up. 


In any case, I apologized for watching her change without permission and she teased 
me for it. After a while, Riku-san came back with a knock on the door. 


“Oi, have you finished yet? I packed our luggage already, so hurry up, eat your 
breakfast and get going. They already prepared breakfast for us.” 


“Jeez, just when it was getting fun... Fine, fine, I’m coming. Do you want to eat now, 
Maki? I can tell Shizuku-san that you're going to eat a little later if you don't.” 


“Don't do that, I don’t want to bother her. Anyway, you're going to come back before 
noon, right?” 
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“Mhm. I'll try to come back as soon as I can. Shizuku-san told me of a good place 
yesterday. There’s a beautiful river nearby, we can play to our heart’s content there.” 


Since it was a river, that meant we would be wearing the swimsuits we picked out the 
other day. 


It had been a long time since I last wore a swimsuit, save for P.E, so I felt a little 
nervous, but my excitement beat out my nervousness because... 


“Maki.” 

“What is it?” 

“Why are you blushing?” 

“T-I’m not!” 

“Is that so? Should I not bring my swimsuit after all?” 
“T-That’s...” 

“Hm? What is it?” 

“Please bring it.” 


She had me dancing on the palm of her hand and there was nothing I could do about 
it. 


Well, to be fair, that was how badly I wanted to see her in that swimsuit. I saw a glimpse 
at the store’s fitting room, but I was conscious of other people, so I didn’t get a good 
look at it. 


“Hehe, fine, lll bring it with me just for you. But this time you have to look at me and 
praise me properly, okay?” 


“M-Mm... Got it...” 
Come to think of it, she bought two swimsuits. I wonder which one she brought? 


One of them should be for hanging out with Amami-san and the others. 
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That meant, the other one was for me to— 

Wait, what the hell was I thinking this early in the morning? 

I should wait until the sun rises a little more before thinking about something like this. 
“Alright, brother has gone ahead of us it seems, so let’s go. I’m starving.” 

“Okay, but first...” 

“Hm?” 

When Umi turned around to face me. 

I planted a kiss on her cheek. 

“M-Maki?” 


“I-Its a good morning kiss... We haven't done it yet, right? I-I mean, we did it once in a 
while before going to school, right? I-I felt like doing it today, so...” 


“Ah, I see.” 

Her eyes fluttered, completely caught off guard. Her face gradually became redder. 
She usually made the first move, so she didn’t have her guard up at all. 

I did this partly as revenge for all the anguish she had caused me. 


“Sorry, did that surprise you? I just thought that it would be nice if we started doing 
something like this, so I just did it on the spur of the moment... Do you hate it?” 


“N-No... I’m just surprised...” 
“Is that so? Alright then.” 


“M-Mm... T-That’s why, Maki... If you feel like doing something like this again, just do 
it, okay?” 


“Sure, if you say so. Then, don’t mind if I do.” 
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“Y-Yeah.” 


I handled that smoothly, but I couldn't help but wonder if I overdid it as Umi clung to 
me really closely when we were having our breakfast. 


Riku-san looked surprised when he saw her like that. 
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CHAPTER 184 
THOSE TWO’S PAST 


After breakfast, Riku-san and Umi left to go help out at Mizore-san’s house. I decided 
to go back to our room. 


I came back to a room fully cleaned by Shizuku-san. The futons were already taken 
away, so the room looked as clean and neat as when we first arrived. 


Umi said that she would be back by noon, so I would have the whole room to myself. 
Since I had nothing to do, I sat down on the sofa and let out a deep sigh. 
“What should I do? It’s boring without Umi...” 


If this was my room, I would have pulled out my console and started playing already. 
But I didn’t bring any console with me. 


Should I take a nap? I did plan to play in the river with Umi after this, so it wouldn't 
hurt to get some rest before that. But, could I even fall asleep? I had a good night’s rest 
and I wasn't feeling tired at all... 

Inside the quiet room, I stared blankly at the ceiling while thinking about Umi. 

“Since we got here, Umi has been showing more of her cute side...” 

I wasn't saying that she wasn’t cute normally, it was just, she had been acting 30% 
cuter than usual. Aside from showing me various expressions in a span of one day, she 
also showed me various looks. From her summer outfit, yukata, her usual loungewear... 
And last but not least, her appearance when she was bathing in the hot spring... 


“No, wait, I shouldn't try to remember that kind of thing this early in the morning.” 


Even though I managed to control myself last night, her appearance was still 
destructive for me. The murky water managed to hide her body from the chest down, 
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but I could still see through it a little. 


She noticed this, of course. I mean, I was staring at her chest from time to time, she 
would be bound to notice it even if she didn’t want to. 


I could still vividly remember the sight. 
Her bare skin, her two soft mounds pressing against my arms- 
“Jeez, stop thinking about this already! If I keep thinking about it...” 


My eyes wandered to the table. Right next to the tray with tea and snacks, there was a 
box of tissues. I was sure that I took care of my urges properly before the trip, but 
because of what happened in the mountain yesterday and in the hot spring last night, 
those urges started haunting me again. To be fair, I was barely even seventeen, so 
having this much ‘energy’ was normal... Right? 


“I should go outside... Staying here any longer will be dangerous...’ 


I decided to move my body around to distract myself from this boiling urge. Before 
that, I gulped down a cup of tea first. A walk around the inn should calm me down. 


After going downstairs, I headed toward the direction of the hot spring, though I 
wasn't trying to go there. Rather, I went to where the vending machine was because 
there were a lot of things for me to play with there like massage chairs and a ping- 
pong table. 


Some of them were old traditional games, giving me the perfect traditional Japanese 
inn vibe. 


“My dad kept those as a hobby. You don’t need to pay for them to play them.” 
“Shizuku-san?” 


Suddenly, Shizuku-san came out from the entrance of the open-air bath and 
approached me. 


She seemed to have just finished cleaning that place. Instead of her waitress dress, she 
was currently wearing the same outfit that she wore when we met at Mizore-san’s 
house. A shirt, black jeans and a towel with the word ‘Shimizu’ embroidered on her 
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neck. 


“Good morning. I heard that you had a rough day yesterday, but did you get a good 
night’s sleep?” 


“I guess you could call it a rough day yesterday, huh?” 


“I saw what happened during breakfast. Umi-chan was all over you. What did you do 
to make her love you that much, Maki-kun?” 


“Nothing in particular... That’s just the kind of person she is...” 


It was my morning kiss that made her act like that, but there was no way that I would 
say that out loud. 


“Um, by the way, what did you talk about with Riku-san yesterday, Shizuku-san?” 


“Hm? Well... It’s been a long time since we last met, so we just talked about trivial 
stuff... Why do you ask though?” 


“No particular reason... Well, it’s just, you two look so close, so I was curious...’ 
“Do you think there’s something going on between us?” 
“Yeah, honestly.” 


After seeing the way they looked at each other, I figured out that they didn’t treat each 
other as ‘childhood friends’, but someone of the opposite sex. 


The feeling was particularly strong with Shizuku-san. 
If Umi were to hear this, I was sure that she would agree with me. 


‘She has the face of someone with an unrequited love.’ Umi would probably say 
something like that. 


“Hahaha... I tried to hide it as much as I could, but I guess I got carried away when it 
was just us two talking, huh?” 


“Do you like him, Shizuku-san?” 
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“Hmm~ Can I call it ‘like’? I’m not sure...” 

“Huh?” 

“Well, I confessed to him once years ago and he rejected me...” 
“What?” 

That was unexpected. 

I thought Riku-san would be the one who confessed to her. 


Her words made me want to hear more about this. Sadly, she was currently on the 
clock, so I doubt that she had the time to tell me her story. 


“You're curious, aren’t you, Maki-kun?” 
“Um... Yes, I am curious... Sorry about that, Shizuku-san.” 


“Hehe, it’s fine, I’m the one who talked a little too much there... As long as you can keep 
our conversation a secret from Rikkun, I can tell you everything.” 


“Can I tell Umi about this?” 


“Yes. It’s inevitable that you'll tell her anyway, right? You two are a real idiotic- no, you 
two are really close.” 


“Uh, you can just call us an idiotic couple. Our friends call us that all the time anyway.’ 


Well, we fed each other all the time during lunch, so it was inevitable that everyone 
would call us that. 


Now that I think about it, what were they currently doing, I wonder? 


“All right, llI tell you a little about our situation. I would love to tell you everything, but 
I have work to do. This is a story from when we just graduated from high school.” 


She sat down next to me and was about to tell me her story when... 


“Ah, Mama!” 
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“Reiji?” 
Reiji-kun appeared. 


He was wearing a shirt and short pants that weren't buttoned properly. There was a 
game console in his hand. 


Shizuku-san seemed surprised to see him here. 

“What’s wrong, Reiji? Why are you walking around on your own again?” 
“Sorry, Mama. I went to the toilet, then I saw big brother...” 

He looked apologetic as he turned his gaze to me. 


I see. When he went out of the toilet, he saw me, so he chased after me and ended up 
here. 


“Reiji, this big brother is a guest, so you shouldn't bother him, okay? Go back to your 
room, Okay, Dear?’ 


“Yes, Mama... I’m sorry...” 
Despite his disappointed look, he still obeyed Shizuku-san’s words. 
He brought a console along, so he probably wanted to play with me. 


After we came down the mountain together yesterday, he got attached to me quickly. 
This was probably his way of thanking me. 


If that was the case, then it would be better for him to not go back to his room on his 
own. 


“Shizuku-san, I can play with him, if you don’t mind.” 
oe 
My words made Reiji-kun’s eyes sparkle. 


He wanted to play with me that badly, huh? 
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Honestly, I felt quite happy that he was this attached to me even though we just met 
yesterday. 


“Are you sure? He'll be fine by himself though...” 


“Yes. I don’t have anything better to do anyway. Besides, it’s more fun to play games 
together than alone.’ 


It was a pity that I would be missing the story she was about to tell me, but it wasn’t 
like this would be the only opportunity. 


“Reiji, big brother said that he will play with you, do you want to play with him? If so, 
listen to him properly and stay quiet, okay?” 


“Mm! Will do!” 

“Really? Promise?” 

They made a pinky promise before Shizuku-san placed Reiji-kun on her lap. 

“Thank you very much, Maki-kun. You're supposed to be our guest, but you had to help 
us out with something like this instead. I'll try my best to finish my work quickly, 
okay?” 

“Don’t mind it... Uh, Reiji-kun, let’s play together, okay?” 

“Mim!” 


And so it was decided that the two of us would be playing a game together. 


Though, rather than babysitting, it felt more like I was playing with a friend way 
younger than me. 
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CHAPTER 185 
A 4 YEAR OLD AND A 16 YEAR OLD 


Among all his games, Reiji chose a certain racing game. I played it with Umi sometimes 
and it was a game rated E for everyone. You could use items that were spread across 
the track for various effects, take shortcuts to get to the finish line quicker or just use 
your pure skill instead. 

We would be playing with a monitor next to the sofa. 

Before starting for real, I tried to do a one-on-one against Reiji-kun to test the waters. 
“Reiji-kun, you're good at this game, huh?” 


“Tve been playing it for a long time after all!” 


It seemed like I had underestimated him severely. I wasn’t too shabby myself, but he 
managed to beat me effortlessly. 


I had a 90% winrate against Umi and had been proud of that fact, but he was a level 
above me. All my tricks were useless in front of him. 


“Big brother!” 

“Yes?” 

“Why are you so bad?” 

“Alright, you asked for it.” 

This 4 year old managed to rouse my competitive spirit. 


I knew it wasn’t very mature of me, but in this kind of situation, age was just a number. 
Regardless of his age, I had to give my all to put him in his place. 


After that, I managed to hold on pretty well against him thanks to my luck with items, 
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but in the end, I didn’t get a higher winrate than 20%. 

I could sympathize with Umi a little now. 

“One more time.” 

“Sure!” 

He answered my frustrated expression with a satisfied smile. 


I hated the fact that I was losing, but at least he was having fun. Shizuku-san entrusted 
him to me after all, so I had to make sure that he had fun while playing with me. 


After about an hour, we took a short break. We bought some juice from the vending 
machine. 


“Reiji-kun, which one do you want?” 


“Cider... But Mama said that I shouldn't ask for drinks from the guests...” (T/N: Not the 
alcohol, but it was a brand of carbonated lemonade in Japan, kinda.) 


“You didn’t ask for it, I’m giving you some, so it should be fine. Just keep it a secret from 
your Mama, okay?” 


“Will you keep it a secret too, big brother?” 
“Mhm. I promise. It’s a promise between men.” 
“Promise...” 


His eyes sparkled as he chose the drink he wanted. He probably was intrigued by the 
words ‘promise between men’. 


This hurt my wallet a little, but as long as I was careful from now on it should be fine. 


I bought myself a small cola while Reiji-kun bought a grape-flavored Cider. We both 
gulped our drinks as soon as we opened it. 


From an outsider’s perspective, we probably looked like brothers with a huge age gap. 
I was an only child, so I couldn't help but wonder what kind of life I would be living if 
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I had a little brother like him. 

“Big brother.” 

“Hm?” 

“Can I sit there?” 

“You want to sit here? Go ahead.” 

When I gave him permission, he sat down in my lap. 


I felt like he let his guard down too much with someone he just met. He probably got 
attached to me because I was the closest one in age compared to the other people here. 


“Reiji-kun, can I ask you something?” 
“What is it?~” 


I wanted to ask him why he wasn’t wary of me, but that was probably a hard question 
for him to answer. 


“Um, Reiji-kun, do you like me?” 

“Yes!” 

“How about the big sister that was with me yesterday? Do you like her too?” 
“I like her too! But she’s a stranger...” 

“Am I not a stranger too?” 

“Yes, but big brother has the same smell as Papa!” 

“Reiji-kun’s papa? What do I smell like?” 

“Smoky!” 


“Ah, the cigarette smell, I see...” 
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Mom was a heavy smoker, so the smell of cigarettes had permeated everything that 
we had been using for years. 


They said that people who weren't used to smelling cigarettes would notice the smell 
easily. Considering that and the fact that children had a strong memory and keen 
senses. It was a given that he would notice it. By coincidence, his dad probably smoked 
the same brand of cigarette as my mom. 

“You like your Papa, huh, Reiji-kun?” 


“Um... Yes.” 


He only nodded his head after looking around for a little. He was probably trying to 
see if Shizuku-san was around or not. 


It seemed like he paid close attention to his mom. 


He probably didn’t understand anything, but he somewhat knew what to say and not 
to say. 


It reminded me of me when I was his age. 

In any case, I understood why he was so attached to me now. 
He probably saw his dad in me. 

“I see. How about your Mama, do you like her?” 

“Mhm!” 

It felt like I’m seeing my past self in him. 


I knew his parents probably had a good reason to divorce, but asking a child this young 
to understand that was bound to be difficult. 


We were in a similar situation, so I could sympathize with him, but this wasn’t 
something that I should poke my nose into. 


All I could do for now was to make Reiji-kun forget about his loneliness until Shizuku- 
san came to pick him up. 
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“I see. Sorry for asking you a strange question. Anyway, we had our drinks, so let’s 
continue! What do you want to play next?” 


“This one!” 

With the heavy talk out of the way, we continued playing our game. 

We proceeded with playing various games including puzzles and tabletops. 
Sometimes, I taught him what he didn’t know and sometimes, he would call me bad at 
games. This continued for an hour. 

“Sorry for the trouble, Maki-kun. I’m back.” 

“Welcome back, Shizuku-san.” 

“Welcome back, Mama!” 

“Tm back, Reiji. Were you a good boy?” 

“Yes!” 


Reiji-kun got off the sofa, ran to his mom’s side and hugged her tightly. 


At first, I was worried if I could take care of him well, but we had the same interest in 
games, so we got along surprisingly well. 


Also, I managed to learn about his situation a little. 


“Ah, right, Maki-kun, Mizore-san just ordered something from us, so I could drive Umi 
back after I’m done with the delivery.” 


“Understood. Well, If that’s all, see you later, Shizuku-san.” 

Actually, Umi also sent me a text about that and told me to get ready before she arrived. 
“Bye bye~” 

“See you later, Reiji-kun.” 


Anyway, thanks to Reiji-kun, I managed to kill some time and calmed down, so there 
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shouldn't be any problem if I were to go out with Umi now. 


-Pll still bring a few of those with me just in case. I doubt there would be a chance to 
use them though. 
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CHAPTER 186 
UMI AND SWIMSUIT (1) 


About ten minutes later, Umi returned to the inn. 


Returning on a bike, she was ringing the bell with a happy expression as she 
approached me. 


“Tm back. Did you behave while I was gone, Maki?” 
“Of course. Woah, there’s a lot of stuff in that basket.” 


“Mhm. They don’t serve lunch here, so Grandma gave me these so we could eat 


» 
! 


together. Let’s go over there and eat, c'mon 


In the bike basket, there was a large four-tiered box and bottled tea. We were thinking 
of sharing some with Shizuku-san, but she was currently out for a delivery, so we left 
some in our room to give to her later. 


Umi was about to change her clothes, so I left the room and waited at the front desk. 


We would be going a little further from the inn, so I asked Shizuku-san’s mom, who 
was at the front desk, to let me borrow a bike. They had some on standby for deliveries. 


It had been a while since I last rode a bike, but I’d like to think I still remembered how 
to ride one. Still, I rode around the grounds to get a feel for it before going. Not long 
after that, Umi finally came. 


“Thank you for waiting~ C’mon, let’s go~” 


She said that she wanted to change her clothes, yet her attire wasn't so different from 
before she changed. She was wearing a blue checkered shirt on top, and half pants and 
flip flops on bottom. 


Also, she was wearing a straw hat. The only thing she was missing was a bug net, then 
she would look perfect as a bug catcher. 
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Of course, she looked cute as hell in it. 

“Maki, did you pack your swimsuit and spare underwear?” 

“Yeah. Everything’s in my bag. What about you?” 

“I wore my swimsuit already. I don’t wanna change there, after all... So...” 
“So?” 

“You know...” 

She hugged me before sending me a whisper while smiling mischievously. 
“Wanna take a look?” 

“Ugh...” 

That was dirty. Now I would inadvertently be drawn to her chest. 


All that time I spent with Reiji-kun to take my mind off what happened yesterday was 
ruthlessly thrown aside with a single whisper. 


“Lets do that after we get there, okay?” 
“Oh, that’s unexpected. You're still holding on.” 


“Barely... In any case, we’re only going to play in the water today, right? We can’t 
exactly do anything perverted out in the open.” 


“You say that, yet you brought those with you.” 

“Ugh...” 

I guess she rummaged through my bag when I wasn’t paying attention. 

I brought the whole box with me, not one or two, so I couldn't say anything back. 


“Fine, I won't bring them with me.” 
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“Sorry, sorry, just bring them if you want to, okay? Anyway, we should get going. Also, 
if you pedal your bike as hard as you can, you might be able to let off some steam.” 


“Jeez... Fine, it’s a race. Let’s see who gets there faster.” 

“Hoho, that’s a good idea. Let’s do that.” 

And so we decided to race down the hill and follow the road straight ahead for about 
five hundred meters away from the inn. We would be using the village’s information 
board as a landmark. 

“Alright, are you ready, Maki?” 

“Whenever you re ready.” 

“Okay, one, two... Go!” 


With Umi’s words as a cue, we started pedaling with all our strength. 


The one lane road was surrounded by trees and we were the only ones there save for 
one or two cars that passed by. 


A refreshing wind blew on our faces as we pedaled our bikes. 

“Maki.” 

“Hm?” 

“The wind feels good here.” 

“I know, right?” 

It was the middle of the rainy season, but today’s weather was fair. Still, we had to be 
cautious of sudden downpours because we were out here in the mountains. Though, 
getting caught up in a sudden downpour sounded like it would make for a good 
memory. 


Then again, every memory was good if Umi was in it. 


Wait, I had to focus on the race. I wanted to win against her after all. 
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“Alright, I won.” 


The result of the race was my victory by a hair’s breadth. Well, I was riding a brand- 
new bike, meanwhile Umi was using Mizore-san’s old bike, so this result was to be 
expected. 


“Ugh, you barely won... Using that bike isn’t fair...” 
“Choosing the right bike is part of the game, you only have yourself to blame.” 
“Fine, l'll admit my defeat this time... Next time I’m not going to lose.” 


If said ‘next time’ actually came around, sure. For now, I'll keep her words in the corner 
of my mind. I wonder when we will come back here again, though. Maybe after we 
graduated. 


By then, I wanted to come here with just the two of us. 


After our race, we lined up and pedaled our bikes together, following the guide boards 
up the mountain path. 


According to Umi, there was a clear river at the end of the path. The water current 
there was gentle and it was pretty shallow, a perfect spot for us to play around. 


Depending on the time of day, the children of the village would play there, but for now, 
we would have the whole place to ourselves. 


She also said that it was a nice date spot. 


I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but as long as it was a place where we could be 
together on our own, I would take it. 


We parked our bikes at an inconspicuous spot near the road leading to the river and 
walked toward the river for a few minutes. 


“Woah, so pretty...” 
“Yeah. It’s nice and quiet too, like Shizuku-san said.” 


I didn’t ask Shizuku-san what the name of this waterfall was, but that was a trivial 
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thing. The waterfall looked so pretty. The water flowing from the top of the mountain 
down to the hollows below reminded me of white threads. From the foot of the 
waterfall, the water gently flows toward the village. 


The water itself looked so clear and it looked perfectly drinkable. 


I was worried that because of the hot springs nearby, the water’s temperature would 
be too high for us to play in, but the temperature was just perfect. 


“So, what are you going to do, Maki? It’s a little early, so we can still play for a bit before 
eating lunch.” 


“Let's eat first. Riding the bike all the way here made me hungry.” 
“Alright, so after eating your lunch, will you eat me next?” 


“The order is wrong, after food, comes bath, no?” (T/N: Classic dirty joke, c'mon, don’t 
tell me you didn’t get this one.) 


“You can just eat me in the water, no?” 
“The hell are you on about?” 


..In any case, I’m looking forward to seeing her in her swimsuit. 
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CHAPTER 187 
UMI AND SWIMSUIT (2) 


To suppress my inner desire, I decided to have lunch first. 

The lunch consisted of appetizers that we brought from Shimizu Inn, some simmered 
dishes that Mizore-san and Sora-san had prepared for us and some bale-shaped 
onigiris. 

All of them looked tasty and I was tempted to devour all of them. The only thing that 
stopped me from doing that was the fear of getting an upset stomach later. In the end, 
I decided to eat only half of them for now. After I’m done playing with Umi, I will finish 
the rest of them. 

“The food is good, the scenery is good, now this is life.” 


“I know, right?” 


The two of us snuggled as we ate our lunch. We splashed our bare feet on the surface 
of the gentle river. This atmosphere felt like a field trip. 


Up until now, I was always alone on field or school trips and rather than enjoying the 
vibes of the places I visited, I always thought about the pain and the hassle of going to 
those places instead. 

Now, everything was fun. And it was all thanks to my lovely girlfriend. 

“Alright, now that we’re done eating, let’s play~” 

“Got it. l'll turn around, so tell me when you're done changing.” 


(re 


Kay. Though, you don't really need to. I’m already wearing it, I only need to take my 
clothes off” 


“I know, I’m just trying to restrain myself here...” 
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I pushed down my urges and turned around before changing into my swimsuit. 


The river was shallow and there wasn’t enough room for us to swim, so I thought about 
just leaving my shirt on, but the thought of how much of a hassle it would be if my 
shirt were to be totally drenched had me think otherwise. 


When I put my clothes into the bag I brought, the ‘0.01’ box came into view. I hastily 
tried to hide it beneath my towel. 


No one saw that, right? 
‘Tm done, Maki.” 
“Mm.” 


This wouldn't be the first time I saw Umi’s swimsuit since I saw it when we bought it. 
At that time I wasn't able to get a good look though, as I was too concerned about my 
surroundings. Because of that, I felt strangely nervous this time. 


When I turned around, I saw Umi trying to evade my gaze. There was a slight tint of 
red on her face. 


“Um... What do you think?” 

“U-Um...” 

She was wearing the swimsuit that she bought for playing with Amami-san and the 
others. It was a black two piece. The color gave it a cool atmosphere which fit Umi 


really well, but at the same time, the frills on the chest part made it look cute. 


“Um... Your fashion sense is amazing as always. You look pretty, Umi. That swimsuit 
fits you really well...’ 


Pretty sure I said something similar back when we bought this one, but the right 
course of action here was to compliment her. It was embarrassing, but as long as she 
got the message, everything was good. 


“I-Is that so? T-That’s great then, my efforts paid off...” 


“Umi, you're stuttering.” 
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“S-So what?! You little... Eat this!” 
“Woah!” 
She scooped the water at her feet and splashed it directly onto my face. 


My bangs were completely wet and it covered both my eyes. Seeing me like this, she 
let out a series of mischievous giggles. 


“Hehe, perverts like you deserve something like this.” 

“I see, so that’s how it is. Fine, you’re on!” 

“Kyah, it’s cold! Hehe, you ready to meet your maker? Huh?” 

In the river surrounded by the quiet forest, the sound of Umi and me playing echoed. 


We enjoyed our time in the water chasing each other around. We got totally drenched, 
but it felt satisfying because we didn’t need to hold back. 


Our laughter filled the place. 

It was so much fun that we lost track of the time. 
“C’mon, I’m over here, Maki~ Huh? Kyah!” 
“Umi?!” 


Suddenly, Umi lost her balance and almost fell down. Maybe she stepped on a mossy 
spot. 


I quickly dove in, trying to save her and managed to catch her before falling. 
With a violent splash, we fell down. 

“Are you okay?” 

“Yeah, thank you. The water is a little deep here, so it would be okay even if I fell.” 


“I know, I did it by reflex...” 
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When Umi was by my side, I always tried to look out for her. If something were to 
happen to her, however small, my body would move to protect her. 


I acted like a dog trying to protect its master, but I was fine with that. 


“Your skin is smooth, isn’t it? So if you get injured, it’s very noticeable... That’s why, as 
your boyfriend, I want to do my best to protect you...” 


ime” 
“W-What’s with that look?” 

“Nothing~ It’s just, you’re getting more manly, aren't you, Maki?” 
Saying so, Umi stroked my head and cheeks gently. 

Her smooth skin rubbing on mine felt really good. 

“Maki.” 

“What is it?” 

“Do you want to know why I am wearing this swimsuit today?” 
“Why?” 


I was actually curious about that from the beginning. She bought two swimsuits the 
other day and | was expecting her to wear the other one. 


It was more revealing than this one and she said she wanted to use it whenever we 
were alone. 


That was why I felt really nervous earlier. 
“I wanted to wear that one at first... I mean, it’s a rare chance where we could be 
together alone like this and you'd probably be more excited if I wore that one... I was 


going to wear it when I changed my clothes back in our room, but...” 


“But?” 


traitorAIZEN 160 | 236 


So she brought both swimsuits, huh? Still, I wonder what made her change her mind. 
“Promise me you won't laugh?” 

“Of course.” 

“Um...” 

With an embarrassed look, she continued. 

“It... Doesn't fit me anymore...” 

“What?” 


“The size... When I was trying it on, it felt so tight... Well, it felt pretty tight when I 
bought it, but it wasn’t that tight, you know?” 


“Uh... That means...” 
“They got bigger...” 

„Her hips, not her chest. 
Pitt: 


I kind of guessed that was the case and managed to endure it until she finished talking, 
but I laughed at her anyway. 


“You laughed! You said you won't laugh!” 

“My bad, my bad... It’s just... You deserve it for being such a glutton... Pfft.” 

“You laughed again! Dummy! I hate you!” 

Come to think of it, she ate a lot since the start of the trip. 

The huge soft serve, the sushi at Mizore-san’s house, a full course meal and extra 


desserts at the inn and snacks right before she slept last night. She was normally 
careful, but she really let her guard down this time. 
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She splashed more water onto my face. 

“Anyway! It’s getting a little chilly. Should we get out now?” 

“Sure. We should finish the rest of our food too... What’s with that face, Maki?” 
“Nothing.” 


After that, we dried off with our towels, changed back to our clothes and ate the rest 
of our lunch. 


Because of Umi’s funny confession, we didn’t get carried away and do something 
perverted, but honestly, the fact that we got to enjoy some time together like this made 


me feel satisfied already. 


Besides, there should be plenty of opportunities for us to do it. We just needed to wait 
for them. 


‘Rikkun, wait for me! Jeez, I said wait!’ 


We went back the way we came and were about to park our bicycles to rest for a bit 
when we heard that voice. 


“Maki, isn’t that?’ 
“Shizuku-san and...” 
Putting aside the reason why they were here in the first place, we immediately hid 


ourselves. Those two childhood friends whose relationship was quite delicate, 
Shizuku-san and Riku-san, were there. 
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CHAPTER 188 
THE DISTANCE BETWEEN CHILDHOOD 
FRIENDS 


After nodding to each other, we slowly approached them while trying to keep 
ourselves hidden so we could hear what they were talking about. 


Something must have happened at Mizore-san’s house since Riku-san’s eyes were 
swollen and his lips were smeared with blood. 


Did he get into a fight with someone? 

We listened to their conversation. 

“Don’t worry about me, just go back quickly. You're still on the clock, aren’t you?” 
“TIl go back after I treat your wounds. C’mon, turn around.” 


Shizuku-san pulled out an antiseptic from the bag she was carrying and began treating 
Riku-san’s wound. 


At first, Riku-san refused her care, but after some stubborn persuasion from Shizuku- 
san, he gave up and let her do whatever she wanted. 


“Ouch! Shizuku, slow down- Ack!” 


“Don't worry, it'll be over soon. You're a strong man, aren't you? Strong men can take 
this kind of pain easily.” 


“Stop treating me like a child. Jeez, how old do you think I am?” 
“Old enough, you're getting close to thirty. But, that doesn’t matter. Your mental age is 


still that of a child. No adults would pick a fight with a relative over something like 
that.” 
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“Ugh...” 


Apparently he got into a fight at Mizore-san’s house. Mizore-san and Sora-san 
probably told him to come here so he could calm down. 


I asked Umi about it and she told me that one of the relatives was drunk and just 
insulted everyone he thought of. Riku-san probably fought with that person. 


‘Grandma told me to stay away from him since he was dead drunk, so I did. Until I left, 
nothing major had happened, though.’ 


He was probably a distant relative of Mizore-san’s. I guess there was always one or 
two people like that in every family and the Asanagis were no exception. 


But still, Riku-san was a mild-mannered man. Umi insulted him a lot but he never got 
mad at her for it. And that same man got into a fight with a distant relative? There 
must be a reason for it. 


Could it be? 


We kept watching the two of them as Shizuku-san finished her work and let out a sigh 
of relief. 


“Still, Shizuku, even though what he said was true, I still hate that he said it out loud 
in front of everyone like that...” 


“Like I said, it’s fine, I’m used to it. I don’t care what people say about me at this point. 
I’m a grown up too, you know? Besides, I know how to handle drunks like him better 
than you.” 


I didn’t want to assume, but at one point, that person probably insulted Shizuku-san. 
In response to this, Riku-san stopped him and was punched in the face. This made 
sense. Although Riku-san was currently unemployed, he was part of the self defense 
force. There was no way that someone who was professionally trained like him would 
throw punches without being provoked. 


“Tm happy that Rikkun got angry for my sake, but I hate it when you get hurt because 
of me... That’s why, don’t do anything that will make me worry too much, okay?” 


“If you Say so.” 
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“Then, will you promise me?” 


After saying this, Shizuku-san forcefully took Riku-san’s hand and intertwined their 
pinky fingers. 


I didn’t expect something out of a romcom manga to happen here. 


Should we leave now? But we would miss a good show... I guess we should stay a bit 
longer. 


‘Look at that guy, getting all cocky in front of Shizuku-san, even though he couldn't even 
speak in front of Yuu properly.’ 


‘Cut him some slack, let him have his moment.’ 

But, if Riku-san had feelings for Shizuku-san, did that mean he didn’t have any for 
Amami-san? Makes sense though since there was a ten year age gap between them. 
Besides, she was his sister’s best friend, so it would be awkward if they got into a 
relationship. 


What about Shizuku-san? Did she have the same feelings toward Riku-san? 


“Do you remember this area, Rikkun? We used to go to the river down the road and 
play there together, right?” 


“Yeah. There were too few spots for us to play around in the countryside, so finding 
that place was a godsend, huh? I remember we used to ride our bikes until midnight 
just to find a good spot to play in.” 

“I remember that. Oh yeah, there was a time when we got lost in the mountains 
because we got too excited, didn’t we? The sun already set as well and... Rikkun, do 
you remember what you said to me back then?” 

“No. It was a long time ago, I don’t remember every detail, you know?” 

“Really? Then, why are you blushing right now?” 


“Tm not! It’s just, it’s hot around here!” 


‘The hell are you talking about, it’s cool around here!’, whispered Umi. 
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This was so hard to look at. But then I realized, this was probably how Umi and I 
looked from other people’s perspective. 


‘What’s wrong, Maki?’ 
‘N-Nothing... ’ 
...Oh well. 


“Alright, I calmed down already. The old hag probably kicked out that drunk guy, so 
let’s go back.” 


“Okay. I'll go back to work then. There’s only a single group of guests in our place, but 
I still have to keep them company for a while.” 


“Just don’t let them go too far with their flirting. Give them pizza or something, that'll 
make them sit down and obey you.” 


“Jeez, why are you acting like this, Rikkun?” 

It seemed like their conversation had come to an end as they started to walk away. 
Time to go home— Or not. 

“Rikkun.” 

Shizuku-san suddenly called out to Riku-san. 

“Hm? What is it, Shizuku?” 

“Um... Why did you stop calling me ‘Shi-chan’?” 

“T-That’s... Um... We’re already adults, you know?... Besides, you are... Um... You know...” 
“I see. I guess you're right.” 

Riku-san’s words were interrupted by Shizuku-san’s sad smile. 


It was true that they were in their late twenties and Shizuku-san herself had a child of 
her own. Riku-san was probably thinking that it was natural that their relationship 
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would change. 


I could understand his feelings, but at the same time, I knew that this wasn’t the right 
way to do it. 


“Sorry for asking such a strange question, Riku-kun. Forget what I just said.” 
“PI do that.” 


They were walking the same path, but the few steps distance between them seemed 
like a thousand miles away to me. 


Umi.’ 
‘Hm?’ 
‘The relationship between childhood friends is such a pain in the ass, huh?’ 


‘No, no, it’s my brother’s fault. I mean, the scene just now? If he just said whatever his 
true feelings are, their relationship wouldn’t worsen like this. It’s completely his fault... 
Maybe... Wait no, it’s definitely his fault.’ 


I remember Shizuku-san said that she confessed to him once and he rejected her. That 
was probably the first trigger to why things between them became complicated like 
this. 


This wasn’t any of my business, but I should probably ask Shizuku-san about what 
happened back then. I mean, she was about to tell me anyway if Reiji-kun didn’t 
interrupt us. 
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CHAPTER 189 
A PROMISE BETWEEN MEN 


After confirming that they were gone, Umi and I turned back the way we came. Umi 
went back to Mizore-san’s house first though. She needed to return the bike and the 
boxes first after all. So, I went ahead to the inn first. 


“Ah, welcome back, Maki-kun!” 


After parking the bike in its original place, I entered the front desk. Shizuku-san was 
there in her work attire and greeted me. 


It seemed like there were guests other than us today and she was taking care of them. 
“How was your date with Umi-chan? Fun?” 


“Yes. The water was clean and there was no one else there, we played in the water to 
our heart’s content.” 


“Great! Anyway, the baths are ready if you want to use them. You can pick between the 
indoor and the open-air one, just let me know. Oh, right, where did Umi-chan go?” 


“She went back to Mizore-san’s house to return her bike and plenty of other stuff... 
She said she'll come back with Riku-san.” 


“I see. Then, we'll talk about dinner preparation when they get back.” 


When I mentioned Riku-san, her expression turned gloomy for a second before it 
returned to her usual one. 


I was about to ask her about it, but she seemed busy, so I decided to ask her when she 
was free, probably after dinner or something. 


Currently, Umi should be interrogating Riku-san, so I would know the story from both 
sides eventually anyway. 
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That was if Shizuku-san was willing to talk. 

After returning to my room, I donned my yukata and headed toward the open-air bath. 
There was no way that Umi and I would be able to take a bath together like last time 
and if we were to take a bath at the same time, we would remember the things that 
happened yesterday, so we decided to take our baths at different times. 

So, I walked down the familiar hallway toward the entrance of the bath. 


“Huh?” 


In front of the entrance, there was a small yellow sign with the words ‘Cleaning in 
progress’ written in red letters. 


As far as I knew, they should have finished cleaning by noon. The person on cleaning 
duty herself gave me the okay to use the bath. Did she forget to put the sign down? 
Well, there were employees other than Shizuku-san here, they were probably checking 
the place out or something. 

But, there were no noises coming from inside. 


“TIl take a peek inside and see what happens...” 


There were no signs of the other guests inside the changing room, so my actions 
wouldn't be considered as rude. 


I muttered, ‘Excuse me’ before gently opening the door. 


As expected, there was no one here and there seemed to be no missing stuff inside the 
room, so there was probably no one using the bath- 


“Ah, big brother!” 

“Reiji-kun?” 

When I turned my eyes toward the bath itself, Reiji-kun called out to me. 
I see. He was the one using the bath. 


Since it was Reiji-kun using the bath and not other customers, I decided to join in. 
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Before taking a dip, I took a shower first. 

“Did you put that yellow sign there, Reiji-kun?” 

“Mhm! Mama told me to!” 

I knew it. People who didn’t know their work schedule wouldn't use the bath if they 
saw that sign. Shizuku-san probably let me go in because unlike other customers, 
Reiji-kun was familiar with me, so it wouldn't be a problem if I joined him. 

“But, Mama said that if a guest comes, I have to leave...” 

“It’s fine, don’t worry about it, it’s only me. Besides, you just got in, right?” 

“Yes, but...” 


“It’s fine. Even if other guests come, they’ll think that we’re brothers, so it’s all good.” 


I didn’t want to kick him out of here, I had a conscience. Besides, this seemed to be fun 
and I had no problem taking a bath with him. 


“Brothers... Got it!” 


Convinced, Reiji-kun dipped into the bath deeper before coming closer to me. After 
that gaming session we had earlier today, he seemed to enjoy spending time with me. 


I never liked children that much, but thanks to him, I started to think that not every 
child was a menace. 


“Big brother, you're going home tomorrow?” 

“Hm? Yes. I want to stay longer, but I have school... What about you, Reiji-kun?” 
“My kindergarten starts tomorrow too...” 

“I see.” 

“But, I don’t want to go there...” 

“Why?” 
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“Td rather stay at home and play with you...” 
It had only been a year or so since he moved here, so I guess he still wasn’t used to 
living here. I understood his feelings since I was in the same situation as him multiple 


times. 


Back then, my family was still together, so I was luckier than him in that regard. He 
should be having a harder time than I was since his dad wasn’t with him. 


“I see. I understand how you're feeling, Reiji-kun.” 
“You do?” 


“Mhm. Until a while ago, I was always by myself. I hated my life in kindergarten and 
grade school. And like Reiji-kun, I only lived with my mom.” 


“Your Papa is gone too?” 
“Yes? 
“Aren't you lonely?” 


“It was lonely back then, but now, Umi... No... remember the big sister that was with 
me? She’s always staying by my side now.” 


Thinking back, her existence was what brought color to my life. Ever since I met her, 
my circle of friends had started to grow little by little. 


“Is that big sister your friend?” 

“Yes. My most important friend.” 

“I want a friend too...” 

“Tm sure you can make some, Reiji.’ 
“Really?” 


“Yes. As long as you try to.” 
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The fact that I had no friends until middle school wasn’t because of my environment, 
but because of myself. 


Deep inside, I convinced myself that since I would be moving again, no one would want 
to be friends with me, so I decided to close my heart and didn’t make any attempts to 
befriend anyone. 


However, after meeting Umi, I realized that if I had the courage to reach out, there 
would be someone who would answer. Of course not all of them would be good people, 
but the result wasn’t really important, the courage to try was. 


I looked at Reiji-kun’s eyes. He stared back at me with a firm gaze, unbefitting of his 
age. 


“Of course, you don't need to start tomorrow. Everyone has their own pace. If you try 
to rush it, it will easily turn into a disaster. But, you know, if, for example, there’s 


someone you want to be friends with, try talking to them. That’s how I was able to 
make friends at my school.” 


Coming from my mouth, those words felt weird to say, but that was what I 
experienced, so at least it was credible. 


“T don’t understand...” 


“Haha, sorry. I don’t know what to say at times like this, so I hope you could just keep 
my words in mind. Maybe it will come in handy in the future, who knows?” 


After saying that, I patted his head... Right, my dad used to do this to me all the time... 
Well, there was nothing wrong with doing it to Reiji-kun, so I continued doing so. 


“Big brother...’ 
“Yes?” 
“Be my friend.” 
“Sure.” 


We were already friends, so I didn’t think that he needed to say that out loud, but this 
should be okay. 
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It would be a good experience for him at least. 


After that, we took a bath together while randomly talking about games and whatever 
came to mind. After a while, we got out of the bath together. 


“See you later, big brother!” 

“Mm. See you later. That’s a promise, okay?” 

After that we both parted ways. 

Since I would be leaving tomorrow, I didn’t know when we would see each other again. 
But I wasn’t worried since we would always have the opportunity for it. We were 
friends after all. 

This connection would never be broken. 

As long as we didn’t try to break it with our own hands. 

After parting with Reiji-kun, I headed toward the front desk where Shizuku-san was. 
“Shizuku-san.” 

“Ah, welcome back, Maki-kun. Did you have a good bath?” 

“..-shizuku-san, what exactly happened between you and Riku-san?” 


“Huh?! U-Um...” 


This wasn’t any of my business, but I'll try to use my ‘children’s selfishness’ card here. 
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CHAPTER 190 
THE CONFESSION 10 YEARS AGO 


She said that she could talk while working since all she needed to do was to clean up 
the perimeter. Since I didn’t have anything else to do, I volunteered to help her and 
sweep the parking lot and other areas. 


Before we started, I apologized to her since Umi and I were eavesdropping on her 
conversation with Riku-san. Apparently, she didn’t realize that we were nearby. She 
forgave me easily since it was by pure coincidence that we were there, but she still 
gave me a light warning to not do it again. 


“It was ten years ago, I think... I confessed my feelings to him... He returned to Granny’s 
house for the first time in a while for a visit, so I took the chance to have a talk with 
him.” 


The Asanagis, including Riku-san, moved to their current house when Umi was born. 
Which meant the two childhood friends were separated in grade school. Shizuku-san 
said that they still called and texted each other from time to time until high school, 
though. 


They would exchange texts about their studies, school life, what they did to have fun 
and other trivial matters. Sometimes, during long vacations, Riku-san would return to 
Mizore-san’s house and they would hang out together like how they used to. 


“When I was little, I was a clumsy and frail girl, so he always had to take care of me. 
Even back then, he was tall and even though he was bad at sports, he was really smart 
and more importantly, he was always kind to me.” 


“So, was he your childhood crush?” 
“Something like that. I don’t know when I realized that I had feelings for him, but I 
remembered that when I heard that he was going to move away, I was really 


depressed... I even cried in front of Granny’s house and begged him to not leave me...’ 


Shizuku-san answered while putting leaves and dead weeds into a garbage bag. Her 
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voice was filled with a sense of longing and nostalgia. 
From where I stood, her profile looked really sad. 
Both of them probably had feelings for each other for a long time. 


Some people might say that those feelings weren't exactly romantic on the basis that 
they mistook it for familial love because they knew each other since childhood, but the 
atmosphere between those two whenever they talked disproved that. 


“After we graduate and move on to college or get a job, we won't be able to keep in 
touch like we used to. That’s why I decided to tell him my feelings before that could 
happen. So, when he was about to leave, I called out to him...” 


“And confessed on the spot, huh?” 
“Mhm. Hehe... Like they say, first love never ends well.” 
Like she said, her first love was left unfulfilled. 


This was what made love such a difficult thing to understand. Sometimes, there were 
people like Shizuku-san and Riku-san, who had known each other for more than a 
decade, but their relationship was stuck as ‘childhood friends’. And there were also 
people like Umi and I, who managed to fall in love and became a couple in less than a 
year. 


“Um... If you don’t mind, can I ask you what kind of response he gave you, Shizuku- 
san?” 

“Sorry, I don’t have the time to think about such matters right now’, that’s what he 
said. He said some other things too, but I was trying too hard to hold my tears back, I 
don’t remember the rest of it...” 


Understandable, she was probably shaken by his response. After all, they had kept in 
touch with each other for a long time. Let alone Shizuku-san, even I was surprised that 


he rejected her like that. 


I thought about the possibility that he had been seeing girls other than Shizuku-san, 
but considering his personality, he would have told her the truth if that was the case. 
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There was no exaggeration in Shizuku-san’s words, so it seemed like Riku-san was the 
main problem here. 


“After that, I moved to Tokyo and entered a college there. After graduating, I got a job 
at a company and worked there for a while... Now that I think about it, it has been ten 
years since I graduated from high school. I’m an old woman now, huh?” 

“Um... Were you still in contact with Riku-san back then?” 

“No. The next time we met was when we were already in our twenties, but because of 
the confession, we became distant. Besides, I was dating someone from my workplace 
during that time...” 

“You don't need to continue, I understand. Sorry for being insensitive...” 

“Don't be sorry. I brought the topic up myself, it’s not your fault. Besides, my marriage 
might have failed, but it blessed me with Reiji’s birth. He’s my little sunshine after all. 
If anything, I should be thankful that it happened, don’t you think so?” 

Then, Shizuku-san looked at me and smiled. 


Her eyes filled with determination to make sure that Reiji lived a happy life. 


She reminded me of my mom. Back when they got divorced, my mom also had the 
same look in her eyes. 


“Can I ask you one last question, Shizuku-san?” 
“What is it?” 

“Have you given up on Riku-san?” 

“aI guess So.” 

She nodded her head and continued. 


“We are busy with our lives now. Riku-kun has to look for a job and I have my hands 
full with housework and Reiji.” 


Unlike me, Reiji-kun was still a toddler. He was still in kindergarten now, but soon he 
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would be in elementary school, middle school and so on. If Shizuku-san were to let her 
guard down and neglect him by accident, it wouldn't be a good thing for his growth. 


With that in mind, I could understand why Shizuku-san decided to give up. Riku-san 
probably thought the same, that was why he acted like that. I was an unrelated person, 
so honestly, my opinion wouldn’t mean much to them. 

...But should I just let them be like this? 

“That's everything I can tell you, Maki-kun. Thank you for helping me, our job here is 
done, so let’s go back inside. I have to prepare your dinner soon. Riku-kun and Umi- 
chan should be back soon, so you should go back to your room.” 

“I guess I should... Thank you for telling me everything, Shizuku-san.” 

“You're welcome. Maki-kun, try not to live like us in the future, okay? Though, I’m sure 
that you and Umi-chan will be fine. You love each other that much, after all. Just take 
this as advice from a kind older sister, okay?” 

“Yes, I'll keep your words in mind.” 

When I got back to the front desk, Umi had just arrived with Riku-san. 

“Tm back, Maki.” 


“Welcome back, Umi.” 


After we greeted each other, we looked around to see whether Riku-san and Shizuku- 
san were around or not. 


‘How was it, Umi?’ 
I gave hima long sermon, but other than that, we didn’t talk about anything else. You?’ 
‘Shizuku-san told me everything... Well, let’s get back to our room first.’ 


Based on what Shizuku-san experienced, if we let things go the way it was, the 
relationship between the two of them would definitely become estranged again. 


Sure, maintaining the status quo as childhood friends would be simple. They only 
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needed to keep in touch occasionally to talk about the good old days. 

But that would be just running away from their problems, it wouldn't solve anything. 
I took out my phone and sent Riku-san a message. 

[Maehara: Riku-san, can I ask you something? | 

[Asanagi Riku: Wow, a message from someone I didn’t expect. What’s up?] 

[Maehara: Can you take a bath with me? | 


This would be my second bath today. Well, the bath was a perfect place for us to have 
a private conversation. 


Also, this would be the last time I'd stick my nose into their affairs. 
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CHAPTER 191 
RIKU’S TROUBLE (1) 


Since we decided to have our dinner at the same time as yesterday, we took a bath 
first. Like planned, Riku-san would be entering the bath with me. 


Umi had entered the bath earlier, so I told her to wait for us in our room. 
All according to plan. 
[Umi: My brother is such a handful... l'll leave him to you, okay?] 


I replied to her message with a ‘yes’ and entered the bath with Riku-san. 


a ow 
ann 


a ow 
oon 


We were walking side by side, but neither of us tried to start a conversation. 


It wasn’t like we had nothing to talk about. Both of us had similar hobbies, gaming, 
and we could even talk about how much of a handful Umi could be if we wanted to. 
The problem here was, neither of us were the type to start a conversation. 


“Sorry.” 
“Huh?” 


“You know, the thing earlier this afternoon... Making a scene like that out in public... 
We got in the way of your date...” 


“Not really, you don’t need to worry about that, Riku-san... Did Umi say something to 
you?” 


“Let's talk about that later. That idiot gave me a really strong head flick. Damn it, it’s 
still hurting...” 
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When he brushed his bang away a little, I could see a red bump right in the middle of 
his forehead. Her head flick was stronger than I expected. Daichi-san or Sora-san 
probably taught her how to do it. 


Anyway, it seemed like there were no other guests in the bath, so we could talk as long 
as we wanted. 


After rinsing off the dust from my body, I followed Riku-san to take a dip into the bath. 


“Jeez, don’t you think you two are meddling a little too much into my affairs? I didn’t 
even ask you two to do this. Besides, why do you care so much about me?” 


“Well, how do I put this? From your perspective, I’m nothing more than ‘Umi’s 
boyfriend’, just a stranger with an extra step, right, Riku-san?” 


“That’s one way to put it.” 

“But, you see, Riku-san. To me, you're Umi’s brother. You aren't a stranger to me. Umi 
cherishes her family a lot, so as her boyfriend, I would also act the same. An important 
person of hers is also an important person of mine.” 

Of course this also applied to Daichi-san and Sora-san too. 

Both mom and I were extremely indebted to the Asanagis. After I started dating Umi, 
the Asanagis always tried to help me as much as they could. When I was sick, they let 
me Stay at their house for a while. Occasionally, they would invite me over for dinner 
with them. Honestly, the Maeharas were closer to the Asanagis than our real relatives. 
“Is this the ‘friend of my friend is also my friend’ trope?” 

“Close, but not quite. Honestly, if you are just her friend, I would only do the bare 
minimum to get along with you, Riku-san. But you are her family. I have to get along 


with her family. If I want to have a bright future with her, I have to do this at least.” 


“Ah, I see... If you guys are serious about your relationship, you'll have to do it whether 
you like it or not, huh?” 


I’ve never had a talk with Umi about our future yet. Personally speaking, I didn’t want 
my relationship with the Asanagis to grow estranged. 
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That was why I wanted to get along with them. 


“Also, I respect you a lot, Riku-san. You always treat us like we’re troublemakers, but 
I’m aware that’s just your way to show that you care. I mean, this trip wouldn't have 
happened if you didn’t step up back then. Aside from that, you always seem so mature. 
It’s actually hard to believe that you’re currently unemployed.” 


“Do you really respect me that much?” 

“Yes. As much as Umi respects you at least.” 

“Are you messing with me, brat?” 

After saying that, he moved his hand and touched my head. He was probably about to 
give me a light chop, but he was afraid that it would hurt me. In the end, he settled for 
a head pat. 

What a kind person he was. 

“I’ve always liked Shi-chan, you know?” 

He let out a deep sigh before continuing. 

“Back when we were little, she always got herself into trouble. She was small and 
sickly, but she couldn't stay still in one place to save her life... Before I knew it, I acted 
like her caretaker. I always thought that she was a troublesome girl, but the more time 
I spent with her, the more I thought that I couldn't leave her be and I had to protect 
her as a friend... And eventually, that feeling turned into love. By the way, she was the 


cutest girl in town back then.” 


I knew it, they both liked each other ever since they were little. I mean, if they didn't, 
they wouldn't have bothered to keep in contact for that long. 


“Then, why did you reject her confession? Did you already have someone else you liked 
back then?” 


“Of course not. There are other girls that I found cute, yes, but the one that I always 
liked was her and only her.’ 


Nevertheless, he still rejected her confession. 
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“I know what your're thinking. If we both liked each other, then why didn’t I just accept 
her confession? Well...” 


“Well?” 


“Ugh... Looking back, I’m realizing how dumb it was, but back then, I felt like it was the 
correct answer...” 


The story goes back to Riku-san’s high school days, more than ten years ago. 
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CHAPTER 192 
RIKU’S TROUBLE (2) 


Riku’s PoV 

“This looks bad...” 

It was the winter of my last year of high school. 

I muttered those words after looking at the result of the mock exam I took a while ago. 


With those marks, there was no way that I could enter the university that I wanted to 
go to. That left me rather depressed, especially when the entrance exam was coming 


up. 


Of course, it wasn’t like I’ve been playing around like a fool. I was introverted to begin 
with, so I didn’t hang out with anyone and had been focusing on improving my grades 
instead. 


...But it seemed like my efforts weren’t enough 


There wasn’t even anyone at school I could talk with to vent my pent-up feelings, since 
I hadn't befriended anyone. 


In the end, the only thing I could do now was to swallow this bitter pill, move on and 
put in more effort in the upcoming entrance exam. 


As I looked over my answer sheet, trying to figure out my mistakes, I suddenly felt a 
bump on the back of my head. 


“Whoops, sorry, Asanagi, I meant to throw that to the trash can. My aim was off.” 
“Matsuda...” 


When I turned my head around, I saw a boy coming toward me with a smug look on 
his face. He was Matsuda, the most popular boy in my class. He often talked to 
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introverted people like me in a rather friendly manner. 


I looked down on my feet and saw a paper airplane. It was made from the result of his 
mock exam. 


Since it was only a mock exam result, it was up to him whether to treasure it or throw 
it away like junk, but making a paper airplane and throwing it around, wasn't this too 
childish of him?... Well, I wasn’t particularly close to him, so I wouldn't say that out 
loud. 


“Matsuda, why are you throwing this away?” 


“Hm? Well, I don’t need it. I mean, I’m not going to enter any university anyway, so the 
result doesn’t matter to me. Still, don’t tell anyone about my score though.” 


There were ‘E’ letters all around the folded paper airplane. Most of his scores were 
single digits. He didn’t take the exam seriously at all, huh? 


Our high school wasn’t a preparatory school, so there were about half of the students 
who chose to get a job instead of going to the university. The number of the students 
who tried to get into a prominent university like me was scarce. 

That was why the class’ atmosphere was rowdy. The majority of my classmates just 
didn’t care about the entrance exam. Instead, they were all excited about the upcoming 


winter vacation. 


“Your face doesn’t look good, Asanagi. We’re planning a party after school today, do 
you want to join in?” 


“Sorry, I have to refuse. I need to study, you see.” 


“I understand that, but you need to relax a little or else you'll run out of gas on D-Day. 
Well, not that I would know. I mean, I won't be taking the exam anyway.’ 


“Man, I wish I could be that carefree.” 


“If I look carefree to you, that just means that my method of keeping everything in 
moderation is a success.” 


He told me previously that a relative offered him a job as an electrician. Instead of the 
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entrance exam, he had been focusing on getting the certification needed for the job. 


Also, he already started his part-time job at the store, making his words sound more 
credible. 


“Well, I need to go home now. Enjoy your life, man. Hope you'll get that certification.” 
“Thank you. You too, good luck with your studies.” 

“Thanks.” 

I could count how many times I talked to him with my hands, but it seemed like my 
face looked so terrible that he decided to cheer me up even though we weren't that 
close. I thanked him again silently as I walked out the classroom. 

He was right, I needed to take a breather. I didn’t want to go to a party, though. 

After all, the girl I was close to wouldn't be at that kind of party. 


* K OX 


Shimizu Shizuku, the girl I was close to since kindergarten. Since grade school, back 
when my little sister was born, I had to move away from my previous house and left 
her behind. We had been keeping in touch through letters and eventually, phone calls 
and emails. 


Earlier this morning, she texted me that she wanted to call me tonight. I was looking 
forward to talking with her, but after seeing the result of my mock exam, my mood hit 
rock bottom and I wasn’t all excited anymore. 

“Hello?” 

{Rikkun, it’s been a while! How have you been?} 


“What do you mean, it’s been a while? We called each other just the other day.’ 


{It’s not just the other day; Rikkun! It’s been a whole week since we did that! So, how 
have you been?} 


“Same old.” 
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{Rikkun, you're talking like this again.} 

She started giggling. 

It had been a while since I'd seen her, but hearing her voice, she seemed to have grown 
up considerably. Before this, I received an email with pictures of her attached and she 


had grown into quite a beauty. 


I wonder if she was popular in her school? Of course, I wouldn't ask her that, it would 
be lame of me. 


{The winter vacation is coming up, you'll be visiting, right?} 

“Maybe... Well, it’ll be hard to visit next year, so Pll try to...” 

{I guess so, huh? The university I want to attend is quite far... } 

Like me, she would continue her education at a university as well. But, unlike me, her 
grades were good. She downplayed it by saying that I shouldn’t overestimate her 
because her high school was in the countryside, but according to her mom, it was at 
least good enough that she could choose whichever public university she wanted to 
attend. 

We lived in completely different worlds. 

{By the way, the entrance exam will start in a month. How are your studies going?} 
“same old, I guess. It’s fine.” 


{Really? I’m glad to hear that. You sound so down, I thought something happened... } 


“Nothing much happened. | studied too hard these days and didn’t get enough sleep. 
I’m planning to sleep earlier today.’ 


I hadn't told her nor my mom about my mock exam result. But she found out that I 
didn’t feel good, as expected of her. 


Honestly, I was glad that she cared about me this much. 


Rather, I should be glad that she did, but... 
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“What about you, Shi-chan? How’s everything going?” 

{Well, my study is going well, but my parents told me to relax a little, so I’m doing that. 
That’s why I want to have fun with you during the winter vacation!... A-Also, there’s 
something I want to talk about with you.} 


“You can just say it over the phone, you know?” 


{I know, but it’s more appropriate if I do it face-to-face. I want to see your face while 
talking about it... Well, if you don’t mind, that is... } 


“I don't...” 

What else could I answer, anyway? Refusing her for no reason wasn’t an option. 
Besides, I couldn't refuse her even if I wanted to. I grew fond of this girl. Back then, she 
would always come to me, hold my hand and ask me to fawn over her. Whenever I did, 
she would show me a happy smile and I wanted to see that smile of hers again. 
{Hehe, thank you, Rikkun. You're so sweet~} 

“T-This is just how a normal person acts. Anyway, I’m going to sleep, I’m hanging up!” 
{Eh~ It’s barely ten minutes, let’s talk for another hour~} 

“Use that time to study instead. Well, I’m hanging up.” 

{Fine~ Well, when we meet up, promise me that we'll talk with each other a lot, okay?} 


After making a promise with her, I hung up the call. 


I didn’t mind talking to her and we usually spent at least half an hour talking about 
whatever came to mind. 


But hearing her relaxed voice irked me for some reason. 
“Forget it, I have to study...” 


She didn’t say anything, but her mom said that she got straight ‘A’s on her mock exam. 
In other words, she was guaranteed to enter the university of her choice as long as she 
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maintained those grades. 
A and D. The gap between us was too large. 
What a useless person I was. 


I crumpled the mock exam result and threw it to the bin before heading toward my 
desk again. 
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CHAPTER 193 
NIGHT OF THE CONFESSION 


A few days passed since then and the semester’s closing ceremony arrived. 

Since the day coincided with Christmas, those who had been admitted to their 
universities on recommendation or those who had already secured a job were happily 
talking about their plans for the rest of the year. 

Meanwhile, I was stressing over my studies. At my high school, aside from mandatory 
classes, students that were preparing for exams could choose to study at home. I just 
needed to persevere a bit longer since the exam period would come soon. 

As planned, we would be going to grandma’s house during the New Year’s break. 

My room back at her house was still intact, so I could study there. 


The change in scenery might help me concentrate a little better. 


Before the others left the classroom, I quickly packed my things and walked toward 
the door. 


When I passed by him, Matsuda noticed and called out to me. 
“See ya, Asanagi. Good luck with your studies.” 
“Yeah... Are you going to the party today?” 


“Nope, I gotta work today. Gotta help my uncle with his construction. Poor me, huh? 
I’m still a high school student and I have to work hard for cash.” 


“Your part-time work, huh? Sounds tough.” 


“It'll make for a good experience at least. Also, I won't refuse extra money. I need some 
for my nightly activities~” 
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“Nightly... I see.” 


He probably got a girlfriend from a mixer or something. His atmosphere was more 
lively than usual, so that was probably the case. 


I thought we were living in the same world since we didn’t have the time to fool 
around, me with my studies and him with his work, but it seemed like I made a fool of 
myself. 


Well, I didn’t envy him or anything. Hell, I didn’t envy anyone, really. I was too occupied 
with trying to get into the university of my choice. 


After saying my goodbye to Matsuda, I headed to my cram school. We had a mock exam 
the other day and today they would post the results on the bulletin board. 


Last time was a bust, but I was confident this time. Of course, there was no way that I 
would get straight As or something like that, but if my grade improved, that would be 
good motivation for me at least. 

Sadly, things didn’t go as well as I hoped. 


“D again...” 


The same grade, but my overall score was worse than the previous one. My teacher 
even recommended that I change my target university. 


I studied hard every day and it paid off. I was always at the top of the regular exams at 
my school. 


However, my school’s standards were low. When it came to higher level exams, the 
best score I could get was B. Even then, it only happened once and the harder | tried 
to improve my grade, the more it dropped. 

Why couldn't my grades get better? Did I not try hard enough? 

‘We both got A’s anyway, let’s hang out and relax today~’ 


‘Sure! It’s Christmas Eve anyway. Forget about studying, let’s have some fun!’ 


After finishing my consultation with my cram school teacher, a boy and a girl who 
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looked like a couple walked past me while holding hands in an intimate manner. 
“So carefree... Do you not care about your exam at all?” 


I muttered that to myself, but after getting that low grade, even that muttering felt 
empty to me. 


“Was Matsuda actually right? Should I try to relax a little?... Well, it’s not like I have 
anything else to do at home other than playing games or working out. 


Looking back, I’ve done nothing but studying ever since I entered high school. The 
reason | enrolled at my current high school was because I failed to get into the public 
school I originally wanted to go to. In other words, I f**ked up. 

Because of my frustration at the time, I decided to make up for it by doing well on the 
university entrance exam. So, I prepared myself for the exam daily, never skipped any 
classes and kept reviewing everything that I’ve learned. Of course, I tried not to overdo 


it, I took breaks and played my favorite games sometimes. 


But in the end, there wasn’t much difference between my score and the score of the 
guys who spent their days idly in class. 


I bit my lip in frustration. There was no way that I could accept this outcome. Just as 
my mood was darkening, my phone rang. 


Shizuku texted me. 
[Merry Christmas, Rikkun! Can't wait to see you during the New Year’s! ] 


There was a picture of a christmas cake attached to it. Instead of replying immediately, 
I put the phone back in my pocket. 


In my current state of mind, nothing I saw could cheer me up. 
“I don’t wanna go there...” 


Under the cloudy skies with tiny snowflakes falling here and there, I muttered that 
sentence. 


I didn’t have the face to meet Shizuku. 
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* kK OX 


Although I really didn’t want to go to grandma’s place, my whimsical feelings couldn't 
change the plan that my family made at the last minute. In the end, I stayed at her place 
with my mom and sister for the New Year’s. 

As soon as she heard of this, Shizuku immediately invited me to come over. 

“Hehe, it’s been a while, Rikkun. You got taller again.” 

“Yeah, I’m almost as tall as dad... Also, it’s been a while, Shi-chan.” 

Itd been a while since I last saw her. She was even prettier than I remembered. She 
had above average height now, unlike back when she was a child, back when she was 
still a shortie. Her body curved in the right places. There was a thin layer of makeup 
on her face, making her pretty face even prettier. 

She looked better in person than in pictures. 


“Where is your family? They aren't with you?” 


“Y-Yeah... They said that they’re busy today, so they let me stay here by myself. S-So, 
we are the only ones here now...’ 


“T see...” 


Because I’ve known her since I was a kid, I was also familiar with her parents. If they 
were here, I would probably feel a little more at ease, 


Back then, we were always together, but as we got older, we gradually became more 
conscious of each other. 


After telling grandma and mom that I would be with Shizuku, I left the house. 
“As usual, it’s stupidly cold here.” 
“Ah.” 


The two of us walked shoulder to shoulder while stepping on the snow. When we were 
kids, I used to hold her hand so she wouldn't fall down, but I stopped doing that ever 


traitorAIZEN 192 | 236 


since we became middle schoolers. 


I was the one who told her that we should stop. It was because I didn’t want people to 
get the wrong idea about our relationship and make fun of us because of it. 


I still remembered what happened back then. 

Especially her sad smile when she casually agreed with my words. 
“Rikkun.” 

“Hm?” 

“Wanna hold hands?” 

When I saw her offering her white hand, I was startled. 

“Why so suddenly?...” 


“You are cold, aren’t you? This will warm your hands at least. It’s been a while since 
we did it, huh?” 


“Yeah, but still...” 
I used to do it with her, but back then, we were still kids. 


If we were to do that right now, that was like she was trying to imply that we were 
more than— 


“You don’t need to mind people’s stares. It isn’t like their opinion actually matters, 
besides, no one is looking at us... Here.” 


“O-O1" 


While I was thinking about various things, Shizuku forcibly reached for my hand and 
grabbed it. 


Her hand felt smooth and warm like silk. This was the hand that I used to hold back 
then and I should be used to this sensation, but... As soon as I was conscious of her as 
a woman, | began to notice many changes within me. 
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I couldn't shake her hand off, so I returned her grasp instead. 
“Rikkun, do you plan on coming back here next year?” 


“Probably not. If things go smoothly for me, my university will be in a city far away 
from here, so it'll be hard for me to visit. Even if I were to go back home, I would go 
back to my home instead. What about you?” 


“Same here. The inn doesn't have much profit, so I planned to work part-time to pay 
for my tuition and living expenses.” 


“So, you'll plan to get a job first, huh?” 


“Mhm. I'll try to get a job in the same city as my campus. I told my parents about this 
and they told me to do whatever I wanted.” 


It depended on the person, but after entering university, their living environment 
tended to change drastically. Said person might live alone far away from their parents, 
get a part-time job and so on. They couldn't act like they did when they were still 
children, doing nothing but eating and asking for their parents’ money. 


She then told me that she was attending the university on a scholarship. That was why 
she could enter in the first place since the inn her parents managed didn’t bring in 
enough profits to pay for her tuition. 


In addition to working for her living expenses, she still had to think about her studies, 
club activities and answering the scholarship sponsor’s demands. This girl had been 
thinking about all this. 


“I see. Shi-chan is a proper adult now.” 


“No, I’m not. I mean, I’m not even sure what kind of job I should get. Unlike Rikkun, I 
don’t have a clear idea what I want to do. You’re trying to get the same job as your dad, 
right?” 


“Yeah. Well, not exactly because I want to be in a higher position than him, but...” 


As soon as he graduated from high school, my dad entered the SDF. I knew exactly how 
much hardship he went through. Still, I respected him and his work. It was my dream 
to follow the same path as him. People kept telling me that as long as I studied hard, I 
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should be able to realize my dream, so I did. I worked my ass off so that I could get into 
the National Defense Academy. Life there would be tough, but I’d get my salary as soon 
as I got in. That would lessen my parents’ burden. 


Well, it was doubtful that they’d accept me in the first place, but there was no point in 
saying that out loud. 


“Then, we won't have many chances to see each other like this, huh?” 


“I guess so. After graduating from the university, I’ll get even busier. It'll probably be 
hard for me to go home even.” 


“I see. Your dad is currently overseas, right? If you get the same job as him, you'll be as 
busy as him, huh?” 


Her face turned downcast as she lost her vigor. 


I knew for a long time that eventually I would become an adult. That was why I worked 
so hard. So I wouldn't be troubled when I finally became one. 


I thought I was prepared for everything, but now that I became aware that I didn’t 
have much time left, I felt a sense of loneliness within me. 


“Rikkun, I know that this isn’t a good place to talk about this, but there’s something I 
want you to hear... Is that okay with you?” 


After walking through the village and finally going back to the backyard of my parents’ 
old house, Shizuku stopped me. 


“Sure, what is it?” 

“Um... Well... You know...” 

Her face turned slightly redder as water gathered on her eyes. 
It was the first time that I’d ever seen this expression of hers. 
“I... Like you, Rikkun...” 


“Eh?” 
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After letting out a deep breath, she told me that. 


My brain froze because I didn’t expect her to say that, but I wasn’t insensitive enough 
to keep my mouth shut. 


“Shi-chan, by that, did you mean?” 

“Yes. I like you as a man. Not as a friend or family... I really like you... As a man...” 

“I see. Sorry I asked a strange question, I was just trying to confirm...” 

“No, it’s okay. You were surprised, after all...” 

To be honest, I kind of expected this. I’ve been keeping in touch with her since we were 
kids, but she never mentioned anything that was related to her love life. There wasn’t 
even a single rumor about her dating anyone from my other friends who I still kept in 
contact with. 

Whenever I came to my grandma’s, she would be the first person who would visit me. 
The way she treated me never changed no matter how old we became. Because of that, 
I also harbored feelings for her. 


That was why receiving a confession like this from her made me feel happy. 


After we graduated, we wouldn't see each other as often anymore, so she probably 
thought that it would be better for her to confess her feelings to me. 


It was very Shizuku-like to say it right to my face instead of saying it over the phone 
or email. 


“So, Rikkun... Um... What’s your reply?” 

“Huh? U-Umm...” 

Shizuku liked me and I liked her back. 

We probably shared the same feelings ever since we were little. Even when we were 


apart from each other, we kept in touch and maintained our status as ‘childhood 
friends.’ 
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From children to adults. Childhood friends to lovers. 


If I told her that I loved her too, our story would end happily. Even if we were unable 
to see each other often, our feelings would remain strong. As long as we were 
connected by those feelings, we would be able to meet again in the future. 


Or that was what was supposed to happen. 


Sorry, Shi-chan. I can’t think about something like that right now... I can’t respond to 
your feelings... I’m really sorry...’ 


After my desperate thinking for an answer, that was the answer my sorry brain came 
up with. 
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CHAPTER 194 
REQUEST FROM A YOUNGER BOY 


Maki’s PoV 
After he finished his story, Riku-san looked up at the ceiling and let out a sigh. 


It was my first time hearing about his past. It seemed like he experienced more 
setbacks and struggles during his school days than Umi or me. 


He probably never talked about this with Umi. 


“I know that I should’ve accepted her confession back then... It’s just, some of the 
unattractive guys’ words got me, what with their speeches about how I should focus 
on my exam instead of trying to play around with romance...’ 


In a situation like that, it would be more reassuring to have a lover by your side to 
encourage you. 


I had Umi with me. Because of her encouragements, my grades improved considerably. 
Yes, I fell a bit short this year, but next year I should be able to enter the preparatory 
class with her. 


From the story he told me, back then, Riku-san was similar to me, so with Shizuku-san 
by his side, even when he was in a tough situation, she would be able to make him feel 
better at least. 


It’s a shame that he took a different path. 


“Back then, the thing that occupied my mind was that I didn’t want the person I love 
to see such an uncool side of me. What a show off. In the end, I failed the exam 
miserably. I managed to enter a private university though, so even when things didn’t 
work out as planned, the road wasn’t completely closed to me.” 


It was a fact that he was a former SDF officer. Eventually, he passed his exam and 
managed to start working with the forces. 
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Little did he know that it was the beginning of another setback... 
“Sorry to ask this, but... Why did you quit your job?” 


“Mostly because I couldn't get used to it. Not physically or mentally, but socially. It was 
hard for me to get along with my co-workers. I managed to last for three years, but 
one day, I eventually collapsed from the stress and after that I couldn’t work properly 
anymore... So, dad told me to quit.” 


“T see.” 


“Don't give me that look. I’m fine now. I’m good enough to be a good-for-nothing who 
plays games everyday.” 


This was probably the reason why Daichi-san and Sora-san weren't strict with him. 
They didn’t force him to do anything, they just waited for him to recover and make his 
move. 


“That's why I can’t say anything to her right now. I mean, what can I tell her anyway? 
I’m unemployed, I can’t even take care of myself, now I want to take care of her? What’s 
the use of me telling her my feelings and apologizing to her for being so pathetic back 
then? I'll just trouble her. We aren't kids anymore, we're adults. Say that I confess my 
feelings to her passionately, what will happen? It'll just trouble her, especially since 
she has a kid of her own now.” 


“I get it...” 


Honestly, I had to agree with him here. If he were to try and chase after Shizuku-san 
now, Reiji-kun would always be in the way. The hurdle of trying to be together with a 
single mother would be too harsh on Riku-san, who had never even dated anyone 
before. No matter how close they were as childhood friends, Riku-san would still have 
a hard time. 


That was the reason why he said that to her back then. 


“I understand. If that’s what you think, Riku-san, I respect that. Honestly, I think you 
made the right call there.” 


“I thought you would scold me like Umi did. I don’t mind if you do, I’m well aware that 
everything is my fault.” 
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“Unlike you, Riku-san, up until recently, I was a kid who always tried to avoid making 
trouble for myself. I don’t have the right to scold you for anything.” 


Besides, unlike him, I always have Umi by my side. I wouldn’t understand what kind 
of pain he had to go through by himself. I really didn’t have the right to comment about 
his decision. 


Well, that was that, but I still had one thing that I could tell him. 


“We've soaked ourselves long enough, let’s go, Riku-san. If we’re too late, Umi will 
worry.” 


“Right. Seriously, that girl is too overprotective of you.” 
“That part of her is cute, though.” 


“Next thing you'll say her booger is cute too. Well, please take good care of that idiot, 
okay?” 


“Iwill” 


After we finished our conversation, we both got out of the bath and changed to our 
yukatas. 


We finished everything in five minutes without talking to each other like the loners 
we were. 


“Maki.” 
“Yes?” 


“Uh, you see... Thank you for listening to me... I never had anyone I could talk to about 
this kind of stuff before, so it makes me feel a bit better.” 


“You're welcome... But my service isn’t free, Riku-san. You have to do something for 
me in exchange.” 


“What?—” 


‘Rikkun” 
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As soon as we exited the changing room, Shizuku-san called out to him. 


She was looking at us with a bewildered expression. Clearly taken aback by our 
presence. She most likely didn’t expect that Umi would bring her to us. 


“Maki, you...” 

“Well, my request is, will you tell Shizuku-san what you told me just now? I know it’s 
too late, but better late than never, right? Besides, are you really sure that you want to 
go your separate ways at this point?” 

I knew that my actions probably wouldn't change anything. I mean, if it was that easy 
for them to get back to the way things used to be, this whole debacle wouldn’t happen 
in the first place. 

If, after they talked everything through, they decided to go their separate ways, then 
it just couldn't be helped. At the very least though, it would give them some semblance 


of closure. 


Honestly, what I wanted was simple. I wanted them to consider everything calmly 
before making a decision. Settle everything like adults. 


That was my only request as someone who was younger than them. 
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CHAPTER 195 
THE DAWN OF THE LAST DAY 


After that, Umi and I enjoyed our time at the inn as much as we could since tonight 
would be our last. 


We had a full course meal like yesterday, played a game of ping pong and after we 
calmed down from all the excitement, we took a walk around the inn. 


Riku-san went somewhere by himself after dinner because he had something to talk 
about with Shizuku-san. When we returned to our room, he still wasn’t back. 


The two childhood friends seemed to have a lot to talk about. 
“Haah...” 


“Are you sleepy, Maki? It’s already midnight, so you should get to bed quickly. We are 
going to leave early tomorrow.” 


“Mm... I’ll go to bed... What about you?” 


“If you are going to sleep, I'll sleep too. As for my brother, he isn’t a child anymore, he'll 
be back whenever he wants to.” 


I was going to wait for Riku-san to come back, but my eyelids feel heavy. The fatigue 
from yesterday and today finally caught up to me, it seemed. I wanted to hear what 


Riku-san had to say, but I guess I had to wait for tomorrow. 


After cleaning up our mess, we went to our respective futons- Or that what was 
supposed to happen, but she crawled up in mine. 


“Uh, do you want to sleep with me?” 
She nodded silently. I shifted my body position so she could get inside. 


“Thank you. Ugh, it’s stuffy... And hot too...” 


traitorAIZEN 202 | 236 


“Of course, it’s summer, you know? You should go back to your own futon.” 
“Should I really?” 

She then smiled and moved her body even closer to mine. 

So unfair. She already knew my answer, yet she still asked that question to me. 
“Nah, stay if you want to.” 

“Then, hug me tighter.” 

“Sure, sure...” 

It felt hot and uncomfortable, but since Umi wanted it, I was fine with it. 

I turned off the light and hugged her tight under the covers. 


The warmth and the softness of her body enveloped me as the scent of her shampoo 
entered my nose. Both her skin and her hair were so very pleasant to the touch. 


Whenever I did this, my little friend down there would react strongly, but Umi would 
always disregard that. If I tried to move away, she would stick even closer to me. 


Honestly, it felt a bit embarrassing, but this much embarrassment was fine if it made 
her happy. 


“Maki...” 

“Mm?” 

“In the end, we didn’t end up using it, huh?” 

“Ah, right.” 

She was talking about the unopened ‘0.01’ box that was sitting inside my bag. 

We planned on doing it somewhere as a backup plan if Umi’s parents didn’t approve 


our plan to go on a trip, but Riku-san made our trip possible. After that, we tried to 
cross that line, but Reiji-kun disturbed us. 
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There were other few good moments to do it, but every single one of them was when 
we were playing around outside. 


“Should we just do it now, so it wouldn't be a waste of money?” 


“It’s not really a waste, just call it a future investment... But, should we really do it 
now? We're alone currently, but Riku-san might come in at any moment, you know?” 


For the first time during this trip, we were by ourselves inside a room. Moreover, we 
were laying down on the same futon... Still, if Riku-san were to come in when we were 
in the middle of it, that would be an absolute disaster. 


Now I'm getting anxious for no reason. 


“W-We should just go to bed. Sorry, I’m such a coward, but at least we accomplished 
our main goal, right?” 


“Well, it’s true that we had a lot of fun yesterday and today.” 


We didn’t manage to do some things, but we managed to fulfill our goal to have fun 
and became even closer. 


Sleeping together, waking up together, bathing together, playing together... She was 
with me all the time and that was enough to make me really happy. 


I’d come to like her even more and I wanted to become even closer to her in the future. 


I’m glad that I managed to muster up my courage and ask her parents to let us go ona 
trip. 


“Umi... Um... Thank you for going along with my selfishness.” 

“Hehe, you're welcome. You should be thankful. A girlfriend like me who'd go along 
without any questions asked is rare, you know? That’s why, don’t you ever let me go, 
okay?” 


“Okay. I'll be with you as long as I can...’ 


“Hehe, if that’s what do you want then, sure~” 
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After a bit more cuddling while joking around in the futon, under each other’s body 
warmth, we eventually fell asleep. 


As I was feeling comfortable in my sleep, it happened. 

“Maki... Oi, Maki.” 

“Mm?” 

I felt a voice calling me, so I slowly opened my heavy eyelids. 

At first, I thought it was Umi who did it, but she was still sleeping comfortably in my 
arms. Her face looked happy as her drool fell into my yukata. Well, this part of her was 
cute too. 

Since Umi wasn’t the one who called me, then it should be Riku-san. 

“Sorry, Maki, for waking you before the sun is up.” 

“It’s fine... Welcome back, Riku-san. You're late.” 

“Well, after we put Reiji-kun to sleep, Shizuku made me drink with her. That girl was 
really bad with alcohol, so I had a tough time... Ah, right, I didn’t actually drink. I know 


that I have to drive today, so yeah.” 


So that was why he had a weird smell. They were drinking all night long. Because of 
that, he seemed so tired and sleepy. 


Normally, he would just go to sleep in a situation like this, but since he woke me up 
instead, that could only mean... 


“I need your help, Maki...” 


“Sure? If you don’t mind me helping you, l'll be glad to help you, Riku-san... What do 
you need me for, though?” 


“Um... I need some love advice... There’s no one else I could turn to, help me.” 


He turned his gaze away as he blurted that out. 
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It seemed like my request made him have a change of heart, huh? 
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CHAPTER 196 
LOVE CONSULTATION 


Since Riku-san asked for my help personally, I headed toward the parking lot where 
he was waiting. 


I planned to go together with him, but Umi was glued to me and refused to move away, 
so I asked him to go ahead and wait for me. 


By the time I managed to leave the room, the sun was already peeking out from the 
horizon and I could hear the birds chirping. 


“Sorry for the wait.” 

“Don’t mind it. Wanna talk while we go for a walk?” 

“Sure.” 

The two of us then walked through the path that Umi and I took the other day. As we 
walked, he would occasionally talk to me while reminiscing about the training from 


his time in the military. 


He told me about the taste of the insects he ate during that time. There was also a time 
when a snake bit his buttocks and incapacitated him for a while. 


From the way he talked about it, it seemed that he really did quit because of an issue 
with co-workers rather than downright hating his job. 


“So, uh, about the thing I wanted to ask you about...” 
“Hm?” 
“I did what you told me to. I talked with her properly about everything, what had I 


done from when I left this place up until now. She also did the same since she was a 
little drunk at the time.” 
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“Everything went well then, that’s nice to hear.” 


“Yeah, also, um... I already confirmed that she still likes me. Well, I knew it from the 
start of course.” 


He said that, but I could tell he’s blushing. 
Despite what happened, they managed to communicate with each other properly. 


But, what exactly were they doing all night long? There was no way that they spent the 
whole night up till dawn just updating each other about their lives. Since he went out 
of his way to talk to me, something else must have come up. 


“She talked about her marriage and stuff... It happened a bit after she graduated from 
college, so back then, people were fussy about it because they thought that it was too 
soon for her to be married and they thought that she was messing around... Anyway, 
she said that he was her co-worker. At first they really were just messing around. ” 


While it was admirable for both of them to keep thinking and loving each other, at that 
point, those two had been separated since high school, so it was understandable that 
they moved on with their lives. 


That included moving on from their feelings toward each other. No one had the right 
to blame Shizuku-san for that. 


“We talked for a while, but in the end, we couldn't think of a satisfying solution. I was 
happy when I found out that we both still had feelings for each other, but, considering 
her circumstances... It just doesn’t feel right to jump the gun, you know? I have to 
consider her son’s feelings too...” 


“So? Your point is?” 

That was rude of me, I know. 

It wasn't because I felt moody since he woke me up so early in the morning. We were 
similar in nature, so I understood his feelings completely. That was why I felt the need 
to pressure him a little so he would get to the point immediately. Or else, like me, he 


would waste more time trying to avoid getting to the main topic. 


“You see, I love Shizuku.” 
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With a red face, he quietly revealed his feelings to me. 

“I thought that it was a miracle that we could meet again. It’s been more than ten years, 
I thought I had moved on already, but when she called me ‘Rikkun’, everything came 
rushing back to me... Maybe I’m biased, but I think she has gotten even prettier... Much 
prettier than she used to be... I felt... So happy to see her... Maki, do you think I’m 
weird? For your information, I don’t have a fetish for married women.” 

“You aren't weird, that’s just normal.” 


That was just proof that he loved her. I knew because I felt the same way toward Umi. 


Day by day, that feeling got stronger and stronger. The more time I spent with her, the 
more my love for her grew. 


“Honestly, from the moment I saw her, I felt conscious of her... I’m almost thirty, but I 
still act like a middle schooler... I guess I understand why my sister keeps scolding 


» 


me... 


“So, the reason you tried to keep your distance from her was because you were 
embarrassed?” 


“S-Something like that... I swear it wasn’t like this in the past! Probably because it’s 
been a while... My heart couldn't stop pounding...” 


“I-I see...” 
I didn’t know what to say. 


He’s ten years older than me, but it felt like I was talking to someone my age... No, 
someone younger than me. 


From the way he acted toward Amami-san, I knew that he wasn't used to talking with 
girls like I was. 


.. Honestly, I felt genuinely concerned for him. 
In any case, this was the kind of person Asanagi Riku was. 


I couldn't exactly call him a good older brother, but he tried, and in return, his sister 
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cared for him just as much as he cared for her. He experienced a lot of setbacks, 
probably more than your average person did, but he still managed to retain his 
kindness. 

He was still unemployed, but that should change soon enough. 

Knowing him, he would definitely repeat what he did back then. Pushing himself to 
his limit to do well on his job. That was why he needed someone to keep him from 
pushing too hard. 

And the perfect person for that would be Shizuku-san. 

“Maki... I want to hear your opinion... What do you think I should do? Should I just tell 
her that I love her? I’m unemployed and she has a kid to take care of. Is it okay for me 
to be so direct to her?” 

“C-Calm down first, Riku-san. We still have time, you don’t need to rush it, okay?” 
“A-Ah, right... S-Sorry.’ 

“It’s fine, I understand your feelings. I used to feel the same way before I dated Umi.” 


This was a rather tricky case. 


The answer was simple, he just needed to do it and that would solve the problem. All 
he needed was a push from someone. 


But like he said, he was currently unemployed while Shizuku-san was a single mother. 
They were already adults, so they didn’t have the leisure to play around like high 


schoolers. 


That was why this case was difficult for me to answer. I was merely a high schooler 
who got a little lucky in my love life and nothing else. 


My only option here was to let him think of the answer by himself. Well, I might not be 
good enough to give him a concrete solution, but I should be able to give him the push 


he needed to come up with one. 


“Well, if there’s anything that I can say to you right now, Riku-san, it’s...” 
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And so, I told him what I was thinking. 


traitorAIZEN 211 | 236 


CHAPTER 197 
MORNING OF DEPARTURE 


After we finished talking, Riku-san and I returned to our respective futons and slept 
until it was time for us to leave. At first, I thought that we could sleep in the car, but he 
said... 


‘Mom’s driving becomes... A little rougher whenever we get to a highway, so...’ 
After hearing that, I decided to let him get as much sleep as possible. 


When morning finally came, we woke up and changed out of our yukatas. Umi and I 
packed ours and Riku-san’s luggage before going down for breakfast. 


There, Shizuku-san, dressed in her waitress attire, noticed us and came up to us with 
an apologetic smile. 


“Good morning, Maki-kun, Umi-chan. Sorry for borrowing Rikkun for so long last 
night. We had a long talk about the old days and ended up drinking until dawn.” 


“Good morning, Shizuku-san. Riku-san is going to sleep until our departure, so he said 
you shouldn't make his portion for breakfast.” 


“I understand. I guess we got too carried away last night... I should properly apologize 
to him.” 


According to Riku-san, she drank quite a lot last night, but instead of looking hungover, 
she looked more energetic than usual. 


I didn’t know what exactly happened last night, but it seemed that they had a good 
time. 


“Oh, right, can you spare some time before you leave, Maki-kun? Reiji wants to talk to 
you if itisn’t a bother...” 


“Reiji-kun?... Sure, I want to talk to him as well.” 
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“Thank you. lll bring him to the front desk later.” 
After that, Shizuku-san moved to prepare breakfast. 
“You're popular now, huh, Maki?” 


“Not really? Honestly, I thought that Reiji-kun would be attached to you... By the way, 
are you good with kids?” 


“Hm~ So-so, I guess. I can babysit if I have to, but I’d rather not... What about you?” 


“Tm bad with them. When I worked at a nursery for a class in middle school, those 
little devils took advantage of me and kept hitting me with their baseball bats.” 


“Ah~ That happened to you, huh?” 
Reiji-kun was just an exception. If he was like any other kid, I wouldn't be bothered to 
even interact with him. Then again, I’d heard that children’s personality came from 


their parents. Shizuku-san must have been a good role model for him. 


We finished our breakfast and got ready for our departure. Sora-san messaged us that 
she was ready as well, so we only needed to wake up Riku-san and pick her up. 


When we got back to our room, we found that Riku-san had already woken up. 
“Welcome back.” 


“Why are you awake? I tried so hard to come up with something that will definitely 
wake you up.” 


“You little...” 


“Tm joking. Maki is here, he’ll definitely stop me before I get a chance to do it anyway. 
Are you done with everything?” 


“What do you mean?” 
“You know what I’m talking about.” 


She was asking whether he had concluded his business with Shizuku-san or not. 
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Instead of answering her, Riku-san seemed fidgety. 
He was probably thinking about what kind of answer he should give her. 


“Reiji-kun said that he wants to see us before we leave, so we'll be going down first, 
Riku-san.” 


“Ah, okay.” 
I gave him a way out and told him that we'll be waiting for him at the front desk. 


We were still on our holiday, but that wasn’t the case for Reiji-kun. When we got to the 
front desk with our luggage, we found him wearing his kindergarten uniform. 


“Heya, Reiji-kun.” 


a ow 
ann 


I thought he would come running to me right away, but he hid behind Shizuku-san 
instead. He was probably feeling shy because there were other people here. 


He really reminded me of my younger self. 
“Reiji, didn’t you say that you want to thank him properly? C’mon, don’t be shy.” 
“Mm.” 


After Shizuku-san urged him, he walked towards me. Noticing this, Umi, who had been 
holding my hand, immediately let it go and moved away. 


“Thank you for everything, Big Brother. Let’s play together again sometime.’ 
“No need to thank me. And yes, let’s.” 

“See you later!” 

After saying that, he quickly ran to the bus stop to wait for his school bus. 


That felt a bit anticlimactic, but we would see each other again anyway, we didn’t need 
a grand farewell or anything. 
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Besides, this was how I normally said my goodbyes. 


“He always hated going to the kindergarten, but today, he looks so eager to go... Thank 
you so much, Maki-kun.” 


“I didn’t do anything, Shizuku-san. It was all him.” 

All I did was give him a nudge from behind. 

I did the same with Riku-san earlier today. 

“Did you wait long, Maki?” 

“Not really... We'll be waiting outside, Riku-san.” 

“No, just stay here. It’s hot outside, so stay here until I’m finished getting the car ready.” 
I see. He wanted me to stay and watch. 

He could just say so. What a troublesome person. 

“Stop with the tsundere act, idiot.” 

“Shut up. Why are you here anyway? Go away, idiot.” 

Those two really were siblings. They didn’t look alike, but their insults were the same. 


“Rikkun, if you called me here just to show me your sibling dispute with Umi-chan, I’m 
leaving, okay? I still have a lot of work to do, you know?” 


“Ah, s-sorry... Move along, you two, just sit there or something...” 


And we did. We walked to the couch, sat down and positioned ourselves properly to 
enjoy the upcoming show. 


“Um, sorry, Shi-chan. I acted strangely last night.” 
“I don’t mind. We’re childhood friends, you don’t need to hold back.” 
“That's right, isn’t it? We’re childhood friends...” 
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There was no way that he would drop the topic at this point, right? 


I mean, if that was the case, he wouldn't go out of his way to call out Shizuku-san when 
it’s busy. 


He was up to something. 

Riku-san took a deep breath before opening his mouth. 

“Shi-chan... There’s something I want to tell you...” 

“What is it?” 

“So, you know that I’m currently unemployed, right? I managed to fulfill my dream and 
became a member of the SDF, but I couldn't get used to the job, broke down and quit. 
Now my body isn’t exactly in good condition... It’s because I’ve been wasting my life 
away at my parents house. Doing nothing but playing games all day.” 

“Mhm, I can see that. You're really out of shape, Rikkun.” 

“H-Hey, stop touching my stomach, it tickles!” 

“But, it feels soft and fluffy~ Let me touch it~” 

She pinched his flabby stomach while giggling. 

Her words sounded like she was admonishing him, but her expression was gentle. 
“A-Anyway, back to the topic! I realized that I can’t go on like this, so I’ve been trying 
to look for a job. But I didn’t know what I wanted to do, that’s why I’ve also been 
searching for a new goal in my life...” 

I’ve heard about the circumstances on why he quit his previous job and I understood 
that it was inevitable. But I agreed, it wasn’t a good idea to let his current situation 
continue indefinitely. 


He wore a resolute look on his face. Most likely, he managed to find a new goal. 


“Shi-chan... I want to work here.” 
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“Huh?” 

His statement shocked Shizuku-san. 
It shocked all of us. 

..1 see, So that was his decision. 


“Of course, this isn’t something we could decide on our own. | have to talk to your 
parents first. Also, I know that I’m being unreasonable here, but I’m going to do my 
best... I’m telling you all this because I want you to hear this from me first.” 


“B-But, if you're going to work here, you'll either have to live here or move into 
Granny’s house. Are you sure you want that? Besides, your salary would be small...” 


“Yes, I am. I want to work here because | want to stay with you, Shi-chan.” 


u“ » 
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This was the answer he came up with. 
He continued, ignoring Shizuku-san who had been blushing furiously for a while now. 


“I love you, Shi-chan. I realized that I was acting like an idiot when I rejected you. I 
always regretted that, but like I said last night, I can’t take back what I said. That’s why 
I want you to give me another chance.” 


“I-I’m happy that you think that way about me, but... I-I have Reiji with me, you know? 
Are you really sure?” 


His name kept coming up, but yeah, Reiji-kun’s existence would be a massive hurdle 
in their relationship. 


Yes, Riku-san and Shizuku-san were childhood friends and they were familiar with 
each other, but to Reiji-kun, Riku-san was nothing more than a stranger. If Riku-san 
suddenly became Shizuku-san’s lover, things might get a little messy. 


This was a problem, so what was the solution to this problem? It was Riku-san’s 
answer. By becoming this inn’s employee, it would be easier for him to get closer to 
Reiji-kun. 
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“Though, I know that we still need more time to rekindle our feelings. We’ve been 
separated for more than ten years, after all. You might be having some doubts about 
me because of it, so I will take the time to make you trust me completely. Of course, I 
will get closer to Reiji-kun too. For that to happen, I think that it’ll be best for me to 
work here, so I can stay close to both of you.” 


“Are you Saying that you want to take care of both Reiji and me, Rikkun?” 

“I know I’m not qualified to say that yet, but yes, that’s pretty much it.” 

In response to her question, Riku-san nodded. 

Suddenly, Umi, who was standing next to me, threw out a mocking remark at him. 
Contrary to her words though, she was trying very hard to hold back both her tears 


and her smile. 


I didn’t have that strong of a reaction to Riku-san’s words, though. I just thought that 
this was such a Riku-san answer. 


“Why?... Why are you being so nice to me? I’m not even a good person... I said I liked 
you, but I got married to someone else as soon as you stopped being nice to me fora 
moment...” 


“Stop that. Don’t blame yourself. I was completely at fault, okay?” 


“You were not! It was me who was selfish back then. I didn’t even consider your 
feelings, and selfishly pushed my feelings on to you and... Reiji must be feeling bad for 
having such a horrible mother like me...” 


“This is why I told you to stop. Jeez, you’re always like this...” 
Riku-san then stepped forward and held Shizuku-san gently. 


“Look, I don’t care if you're a horrible person or whatnot. I like you, that’s what matters 
here. That’s why I resolved to try to work here.” 


“Are you really sure? Taking care of us is tough, you know? Me aside, Reiji-kun gets 
lonely easily, you know? He would cry at night because of it and most of the time, you 
won't be able to sleep properly because of him. Sometimes, you'll have to go to the 
kindergarten to meet with his teachers whenever he gets into trouble. Not to mention 
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that you have to work under these conditions. Are you really sure that you want to do 
this?” 


“Of course. I mean, you're my precious childhood friend after all. I would do anything 
to make you happy.” 


“Dummy.” 
Shizuku-san started sobbing in Riku-san’s arms. 


She was still human after all. She finally got to let out all those pent up emotions that 
she bottled up for years, and found someone to lean on. 


Even adults should be allowed to cry in this kind of situation. 


“Umi. 


“.Yeah, we should leave those two alone for a while. I’ll tell mom that we'll be a little 
late.” 


We left the front desk to get some fresh air. 

It felt like we would start to cry too if we stayed there any longer. 

“I can’t believe that stupid brother of mine have that much backbone... Right, earlier 
today, when you pretended to go to the bathroom, you were actually having a talk with 
him, weren’t you? What did you say to him?” 

“I didn’t say anything important though...” 

The words that I told Riku-san were simple. 


(re 


Being together with someone you love is fun’. That’s it.” (T/N: In other words, he flexed 
his relationship to the poor guy to make his point. Absolute chad move.) 
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CHAPTER 198 
ON THE WAY HOME 


After saying our goodbyes to Shizuku-san and Reiji-kun, we went to Mizore-san’s 
house to pick up Sora-san. She was waiting while sipping some tea in the living room 
with a bored expression on her face. Shizuku-san and Riku-san’s conversation went 
on longer than expected, so she had been waiting for quite a while. 


“Did you say your goodbyes to Shizuku-chan, Riku?” 


“Yeah... Also, I have something to talk about with you, mom. PIII tell you when we get 
home.” 


“Alright. It’s been a while since the last time we had a serious talk, isn’t it? Your father 
should join in too.” 


Umi already explained the gist of it to Sora-san when she called her earlier. She didn’t 
seem surprised by the development. 


Well, she was his mother, after all. She had been taking care of him ever since he was 
a kid. She definitely knew what was going on between those two. By extension, 
Mizore-san likely knew as well. 


“What are you doing, grandma? You’ve been going up and down the stairs ever since 
I entered the house.” 


“What? I’m cleaning the house, can’t you see? The next time you guys come here, 
everything will be clean and you can stay here without much trouble.” 


Or so she said. She most likely did it for Riku-san, since it was pretty much decided 
that he would be returning soon. 


Sora-san came up to me and whispered, ‘As you can see, she’s a lonely old hag’ 


Mizore-san nagged Riku-san a lot, but her care for him was genuine. She seemed to be 
excited over the fact that her precious grandson would be living with her again. 
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“Well, we wasted enough time already, so let’s move on. Umi, say goodbye to your 
grandmother.” 


“Mm. See you later, grandma. I’m happy to see you again after a long time. If I have the 
time, l'l] definitely visit you again.” 


“Yes, do that. Bring that boy over again when you come by next time, alright?” 
“Yes le, 


After saying her goodbye, Umi immediately clung to my arm. Now, I could finally say 
that all the members of the Asanagis approved of our relationship. 


Of course, I still wasn’t a part of their family yet. But, the way they welcomed me made 
me feel like they were my second family. 


“We didn’t talk much, but I appreciate everything that you've done for me, Mizore-san. 
Thanks to you, our vacation this time felt very enjoyable.” 


“Is that so? I’m glad you feel that way. My house is always open for you. Next time, 
come here together with Umi-chan by yourselves, you hear me?” 


“Yes,” 


I heard Sora-san whining in a low voice because Mizore-san didn't say anything to her, 
but I pretended not to hear that. 


I should leave Riku-san to deal with this as I wasn’t good enough to mediate between 
those two. Maybe he and Shizuku-san could find a way to make those two get along. 


After we were done with our goodbyes, we left with our car, driven by Riku-san. 


Originally, this whole trip was started because of my selfish wish, but it turned out to 
be more intense than I thought. 


We failed to do what we planned to do because of what happened between Riku-san 
and Shizuku-san, but at least the trip in general was memorable enough for us. 


Umi and I had a lot of fun. The gloom that had always adorned Riku-san’s face had 
disappeared. 
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There was something that bothered me, though... 


“Brother, you getting together with Shizuku-san is great and all, but what about the 
thing between you and Yuu? Don't you like her?” 


“Huh? Me and Yuu-chan? What the hell are you on about?” 


Yeah, I was wondering about that too. Hearing that question, Riku-san looked at Umi 
with a disgusted look. 


“Uh, Riku-san, I heard when you first met with Amami-san, you started to behave... 
Awkwardly?... Like, you started panting and, you know...” 


His face instantly turned bitter. I guess that part of the story was true, huh? 

“How the hell did you know about that?... Well, when we first met, she was in middle 
school. Back then, I was mentally unstable because I had just quit my job, so when she 
visited our house, I got really nervous... It was the first time I’d seen a girl that pretty 
up close, you See...” 

“I-I see.” 


So it was a complete misunderstanding on our part. 


His behavior at that time was questionable, but up until now, we never heard about 
his circumstances at all. 


“My, so that’s why Yuu-chan hasn't been coming often lately. I thought it was because 
you guys got into a fight, but she still didn’t come even after you two reconciled.” 


“Eh? You didn’t know about this, mom?” 


“It didn’t even cross my mind. I mean, rather than a cute younger girl like Yuu-chan, 
your big brother over here prefers an older girl that loves to spoil him instead, like 
Shizuku-chan. According to the magazines he hid at the back of his bookshelf—.” 


“Mom, please. Stop. I beg you.” 


Sora-san was trying to help him out, but she unknowingly spilled his dark secret 
instead. 
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This time, it was Umi who looked at her brother in disgust. 
“Tm going to tell Shizuku-san about this...” 


“Why are you like this? C’mon, saving that kind of thing is normal for a man like me! 
Hell, even Maki should also have some, right, Maki?” 


“Huh? M-Me? I don’t have any...” 

Yeah, I admit that I had a fetish of my own, but I never kept a magazine, DVD or 
anything like that. Looking them up on the internet was enough for me. Besides, ever 
since I started dating Umi, I rarely looked at that kind of thing. 

“Well whatever, I guess everything was just a misunderstanding. But still, I feel bad for 
Yuu. Because of this stupid brother of mine she can’t even hang out at our home in 
peace.’ 

“That's... I guess I should apologize to her when I get the chance, huh?” 

I saw Amami-san’s picture when she was in middle school. She was still pretty, but 
back then, her beauty was out of this world, like a heroine straight out of a manga. If I 


hadn’t met Umi, I would probably have had a similar reaction to Riku-san. 


Of course I was used to her beauty by now. To me and the others, Amami-san was just 
an ordinary high school girl. 


“A-Anyway, let’s just stop talking about this...” 
“Mom, do you have anything else to say?” 


“Let's see... If I remember correctly, there are a couple of games with pictures of pretty 
girls on them inside a rather large box-” 


“Mom, please!!” 


He wanted to stop them, but since he was driving, he couldn’t even move freely if he 
wanted to. 


I could try to stop them, but that would be futile. There was no way I could take on 
both Umi and Sora-san at once. 
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So I decided to keep quiet and properly store every bit of information that Sora-san 
spilled. 
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CHAPTER 199 
OVERTIME 


Before we knew it, we arrived back at our city. 


Today was the last day of our break. Although my body was weary, I managed to make 
a good memory with Umi. 


This was my first trip since I started going out with Umi. If there was a chance in the 
future, I wanted to go on another trip with her. This time, by ourselves. 


Riku-san offered to take me home and I took him up on it. 


“Sora-san, Riku-san, thank you very much for the past three days. lll thank you 
properly the next time I come by.” 


“My, you don’t need to. If you didn’t say anything about the trip, I wouldn't be able to 
bring Riku and Umi along to that old- to their grandma’s house. So, I should be the one 
thanking you, Maki-kun.” 


“Mom, what was it that you were about to say?” 
“What are you talking about, Riku? Did the heat get to you? You should rest, Dear.” 


I guess that was true. If I didn’t insist on going, Sora-san would be going there alone. 
Thanks to Umi and Riku-san being there, she didn’t have to listen to the old lady’s 
nagging 24/7. 


Imagining it made me feel bad for her. 


To think that Daichi-san had to deal with those two all these years. My respect for him 
increased by a notch. 


“Maki, um... Honestly, in the beginning, I was just trying to get away from my parents 
for a while, that was why I offered to go with you both... But who knew that the whole 
thing with Shizuku would happen... Thanks to you, now I know what I should do next.” 
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“You don’t need to thank me for that. I didn’t do anything, it was all because of your 
efforts, Riku-san. Besides, things will get tougher from now on, so you might resent 
me a little in the future.” 

“I guess so. Well, whatever comes, comes. I’ve been messing around long enough, so 
I'll have to work hard to balance it out. Also, I'll leave all my games and manga at home, 
so just take them if you want to.” 

“Are you sure?” 

Unlike me, Riku-san was big and tall. It would probably be hard for him to approach 
Reiji-kun, who tended to be shy around strangers. Well, this was what Riku-san 
wanted, so I could only hope that everything would go well. 


He had a lot of work to do before he would be recognized as a father. 


After bowing to Riku-san and Sora-san, the car departed from my house and I headed 
inside, bringing my luggage along. 


Sora-san and Mizore-san gave me a lot of expensive looking fruits and snacks. | 
wondered if I could store everything in my fridge? 


“Come to think of it, Maki, we forgot to buy souvenirs for Yuu and the others.” 
“Hm? Well, we can just give them some of the sweets Mizore-san gave us... Wait...” 


“What’s wrong? Why are you staring at my face? Ah, do you want to give me a kiss? 
Then, let’s enter your room first-” 


“Why are you here? I thought you went back with your family? Did you sneak out? 
Sora-san will scold you again.” 


“It’s fine, I already got permission from her. She let me play a little longer. You were 
napping back then, so you didn’t hear~” 


“Are you for real?” 
Well, I kind of guessed something was up when she helped me unload my luggage. 


It was just a little past noon, so honestly, I would be happy to spend more time with 
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her. 


“Pm still in the mood, you know? If we go inside my room like this... Will you be okay 
with it?” 


We were still on break, but it was a weekday and mom wouldn't be back until late at 
night. 


Sora-san and Riku-san had returned to their home already. We could do whatever we 
wanted without worrying about the possibility of anyone disturbing us. 


“Y-Yeah, I-I’m okay with it. I-I mean, you used your own allowance to buy them, right? 
I-I didn’t want it to be a waste, you know...” 


After making sure that there was no one around, Umi clung to me. 


“Seeing Shizuku-san and my brother like that just got me in the mood... I’ve been 
restraining myself for quite a while now...’ 


I felt the same way as her actually. Seeing those two embracing each other in a loving 
manner got me in the mood too. 


Back then, I had to hold back because those two were there, but Umi and I were the 
only ones here. I didn’t need to hold anything back anymore. 


“Well, let’s go in then.” 


“Y-Yeah. D-Do you want to drink some cola together? A-Also, what should we watch 
today?” 


Her body felt hotter than usual. Or was it just me? 


In any case, our time together continued for a little longer... 
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CHAPTER ??? 
HER LONELY PROFILE 


Nitta’s PoV 
“It’s hot...” 
I complained before getting up from my bed. 


It was early July, the end of the rainy season was still a few days away, but it already 
felt ridiculously hot. 


I could’ve slept in a little longer since it was still early in the morning, but the 
dampness made me feel uncomfortable. 


“It’s at times like this that I wish they’d install an AC in my room... Too bad we can’t 
afford it...” 


Of the three rooms on the second floor of our house, only my sister’s room had an AC 
installed. She was a year older than me and next winter, she would be taking the 
entrance exam for college. 


Meanwhile, in my room, there was only a cheap fan. The best it could do was blow 
lukewarm air. Thanks to that, my clothes were completely drenched in sweat. 


Summer wasn't my favorite season. If I wasn’t careful, my makeup would get ruined 
easily and my skin would get tanned. I had to keep my guard up at all times if I wanted 
to hang out with my friends. Well, I enjoyed hanging out with them and it helped me 
forget about all the bad things. 


I went downstairs to the living room and found my sister, Yuna, watching a morning 
anime while munching on a piece of toast. 


“Morning, sis. Where’s dad and mom?” 


“At work... You little... Didn’t I tell you to stop wandering around in only your bra? Have 


traitorAIZEN 228 | 236 


some proper manners.” 


“What? I’m going to change my clothes in a bit. If it bothers you so much, then let’s 
exchange rooms. You don’t even know what I have to deal with in that hellhole.” 


“Sucks to be you then. Just bear with it, my room isn’t much better either. They only 
let me use the AC at night. If not, why would I leave my room? After I’m finished with 
breakfast, I'll be on my way. What about you?” 


“Me too. Got a baseball game to watch with my friends.” 
“Since when were you interested in baseball? Is your boyfriend there or something?” 


“Of course not, he’s just my former classmate. Today’s game is his first game in the 
tournament, so we're going to cheer on him.” 


Honestly, I didn’t want to go. I did not have even a speck of interest toward baseball, 
but since everyone said that they were going, I decided to go as well. 


It was troublesome, sure, but it was still better than staying at home doing nothing. 


After returning to my room, I changed into my summer uniform and tied my hair into 
a bun. Since we were just going to cheer for the school’s baseball team, I didn’t need 
to worry much about my outfit. 


That didn’t mean I had the lenience to let my guard down. In fact, I needed to be even 
more attentive toward my appearance than usual. 


“Done with the sunscreen. The towel and water bottle are inside the bag... Alright, 
time to go.” 


After confirming that I hadn’t forgotten anything, I left together with my sister and 
headed to Yuuchin’s house, where we promised to meet. Her mother, Aunt Eri, was 
going to drive us to the stadium where the game was going to be held. 


The place wasn't that far away. We could take the train and walk there if we wanted 
to. But she offered to take us there and we had no reason to refuse. Besides, it would 
be better to go with her. I didn’t need to walk under this scorching sun. 


“Ah! Ninacchi! Here!” 
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After walking for around fifteen minutes, I found Yuuchin standing in front of her 
house. As soon as she saw me, she jumped around while waving her hands wildly at 
me. 


She looked the same as always. Her blonde hair, her smile that was as bright as the 
sun... Seeing her greeting me with such a cheerful look made me feel happy too. 


“Good morning, Ninacchi! The weather is good today! The perfect weather to cheer 
for someone!” 


“Cheering for someone when the weather is this hot sounds like hell more than 
anything... Huh? Am I the first to arrive?” 


“No. Maki-kun is here already.” 

“What about Umi?” 

“She'll be here in a few.” 

I would be together with the usual group, excluding Seki, who went on ahead. 


In other words, aside from me, there would be Yuuchin, Asanagi and Maehara, or Rep, 
as I normally called him. 


Honestly, I didn’t expect that our friendship would last this long. The two pretty girls 
aside, I didn’t expect to be friends with Maehara in the first place. 


The reason for that was because Asanagi became his girlfriend somehow. 


Since that was the case, wherever Maehara went, Asanagi would stick to him. By 
extension, Amami would be there too. So, if I wanted to hang out with the two girls, I 
had to at least interact with Maehara as well. 


Ah, I didn’t mean to treat him like an annoyance or anything. It was pretty fun to hang 
out with him as well. Whenever he was around, Umi would act meekly and it was really 
fun to tease her when she was like that. 


Though, they seemed to come separately today for some reason. Also, Yuuchin had 
been calling him for a while now, but he didn’t come out. (T/N: Don’t ask me why she 
kept changing the way she referred to them, the raw is like that.) 
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“Why isn’t he coming out, Yuuchin?” 

“I don’t know... He was talking to my mother just a while ago...” 
We decided to go to the garden to look for him. 

Then we saw two big shadows hustling in the garden. 
“W-Woah... A-Amami-san... H-Help...’ 


“Bark!” 


The two shadows were Yuuchin’s golden retriever, Rocky, who was sitting on the top 
of Maehara’s body. The latter was struggling while asking for help. 


Right, he was bad with dogs. For some reason, Rocky was fond of him. The dog was 
licking his face and wagging his tail as we spoke. Sadly, that feeling was one-sided. 


“R-Rocky?! I know you like him a lot, but you can’t just jump on him like that! Jeez!” 
As expected of a family dog, Rocky listened to its owner well. After that light scolding, 
itimmediately left Maehara’s side and went inside the house. Poor dog, it must’ve been 
excited to welcome its guest, too bad said guest couldn't appreciate its goodwill. 
“Sorry, Maki-kun, I shoulda helped you sooner... Are you okay? Can you stand up?” 


“Thank you, I’m okay. I was just surprised, no harm done.” 


He stood up with Yuuchin’s help. Rocky seemed to have given him quite the welcome. 
His hair was a mess and his face was covered with drool. He looked clumsy as always. 


“Look this way, Maki-kun. Let me wipe your face.” 

“Huh? I can do it myself, you don’t need to-” 

“It’s on the house~ Use my handkerchief, I have plenty of them anyway and I can wash 
it right away after we're done. If you use yours, you'll have to stick with Rocky’s drool 


all day long. You don’t want that, do you?” 


“Alright, then, give me your handker— Uff” 
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“Don’t move around too much 
“J-Jeez.” 

If he was a normal boy, he would be more than happy to be taken care of by such a 
pretty girl like Yuuchin. Maybe he would even fall for her quickly. But, let alone being 


happy, he seemed to be troubled by it. 


Well, he had a cute girlfriend of his own and they had been dating for more than half 
a year now. He really only had that girl in his mind. 


“Sorry, everyone. I’m late.” 

Speaking of the devil, said girl, Asanagi Umi, came running in. 

Unlike my hair, she hadn't dyed her black hair. She had a cute face too, comparable to 
the blonde girl over here. I didn’t want to brag, but I was really popular back in middle 
school, but since I entered high school, I couldn’t compete with those two even if I 
wanted to. 


“Good morning, Umi!~ Yesterday was cloudy, but the sky is so bright today!” 


“Morning. The heat is killing me though, I hope the clouds are still around... Also, good 
morning, Nina.” 


“Heya~ I just got here. What happened? Why weren't you going together with Rep?” 
“Ah, um... Nothing much... It’s just... Uh, Maki?” 

“Yeah, it’s nothing much...” 

“Huh?” 

They were acting suspiciously. 


Normally, they would ignore Yuuchin’s and mine existence and started flirting with 
each other, but right now, they were keeping their distance. 


Did something happen to them? 
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If I recall correctly, those two visited Asanagi’s dad’s parents’ house recently. 

Before the trip, those two looked fine and they were still flirting around like a pair of 
idiots. Honestly, I couldn’t imagine those two getting into a fight during the trip. The 
atmosphere between them was strange, but it wasn’t volatile or anything. 

I racked my brain, trying to guess what exactly happened to the two of them. 

„Wait, could it be? 


“Uh, Umi, Rep, did you two- Ouch?!” 


Suddenly, Asanagi gave me a head flick. It hurts! This girl wasn’t holding back. Jeez, I 
hoped that it wouldn't leave a bump. 
|” 


“Umi! What are you doing so suddenly? 


“What are YOU doing so suddenly? It’s still early in the morning and we're outside you 
know? You think it’s appropriate to have that kind of talk here?” 


“I was just asking, I didn’t plan to say anything else! Just treat it like I’m greeting you 
or something.” 


“L-Like hell I would do that!” 


I pretty much figured everything out already after seeing their reactions. Umi’s face 
started to redden, meanwhile Rep beside her looked so embarrassed. 


These two were like an open book. 


“A-Anyway, we should get going! C'mon, hurry up! We'll miss the first game if we 
dawdle! Come here, Maki.” 


“S-Stop pulling my arm...” 
After saying that, those two, who had successfully deepened their relationship, quickly 
climbed into the back seat of the car. I thought they would be more open with it since 


we had known each other for a while now, but I guess they were still embarrassed 
talking about it. 
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“Ninacchi, don’t you think those two have been acting suspiciously since they got back 
from their trip? What happened to them I wonder?” 


“Ah... T-Those two huh... Um...” 


Honestly, I was just assuming things and there was no way to confirm it, but I shared 
my assumption to her in a whisper. 


“T-Those two did it... S*x...” 


After hearing my words, Yuuchin’s face started to redden. Ah, right, this girl was even 
more innocent than those two. 


“I-Is that so? T-Then, I’m happy for both of them, t-they get along really well, don’t 
they? Haha... I-I’m surprised that they did it, though.” 


“You're happy for them? Honestly, I’m more annoyed than anything. They’re clearly 
showing off, aren’t they?” 


“Hehe, don’t say that, Ninacchi. We should be glad that good things happened to them. 
Besides, we can tease them about it, no?” 


“Now you're talking my language, Yuuchin~” 
“Hehe~ Umi always acts so cute with Maki-kun, I can’t get enough of it~” 
“I know right? That girl is surprisingly weak at being teased.” 


It was true that I was annoyed by their constant PDA, but honestly, I couldn't hate them 
for it. Seeing those two getting along so well made me feel happy too. 


Yuuchin, Asanagi and Maehara... I’ve only known them for a short time, but they were 
all my important friends. Seki on the other hand... Well, I don’t know, I’m not that close 
to him. 

|” 


“Let's get going already, Ninacchi! We have someone to cheer on today 


“Okay okay... The thought of me cheering for Seki makes me feel so unmotivated 
though...” 
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“C'mon, don't be like that! He’s doing his best out there!” 
And so, we followed the idiotic couple and got in the car as well. 


For us students, July was the beginning of summer. For second years like us, this would 
be the last summer for us to play around without worrying about the future. 


Personally, I’d be happy to spend my summer with them. 

But... 

“Say, Yuuchin...” 

“Yes? What’s up, Ninacchi?” 

“Uh, never mind, it’s nothing... Don’t mind me...” 

“Haha, what’s wrong with you? You're acting so strange~” 

She showed me her signature smile as she said that. 

But, why? 

Why did you have such a sad look when you looked at those two? 
I was going to ask that question, but I decided not to. 


I hoped that this wouldn't be the start of something troublesome... 
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